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Summary Major Studio Work Component 
 
Figure 1. Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason Christopher, 2016) 
Note: Cast aluminium, stainless steel, aluminium extrusion, steel, perspex, rubber, electronic components, 
computer, 350 x 280 x 280 cm. Photograph, Jason Christopher. 
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Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark 2016 — Collaboration between Dr Ken Thaiday Snr 
and Jason Christopher—produced for the 20th Biennale of Sydney. 
Statement 
In Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark 2016, Thaiday’s totem, the hammerhead shark, is 
automated to move in rhythmic motion with his Beizam dance. The shark headdress 
produced by Thaiday in various forms has been referenced and reimagined by myself 
(Jason Christopher) to adopt a new aesthetic dictated by the use of computerised 
systems. 
The artistic collaborations fuse kinetic sculpture principals and automated systems 
within the scaffold of Torres Strait Islander material culture. Uncle1 Ken and I have 
developed an artistic engagement that merges our art practices to produce hybrid 
performative works of contemporary art. 
The aesthetic is a combination of both our styles of work. Uncle Ken provides the 
historical context; uniquely styled cultural content and framework for the collaborative 
concept to build from based on his past dance machines and centuries of material 
culture. I provide a connection to the digital realm, introducing technology and 
formatting of a new contemporary aesthetic borne from automated processes and 
references to my art practice, digitising the collaborations into life. The newly formed 
work is jointly enhanced by our shared knowledge of the marine environment. 
Michael Kershaw and Justin Bishop who are experts within the field of Indigenous arts, 
have described our artistic partnership and works as unique2 within this genre. Our work 
has broken new ground by digitising cultural references and combined aesthetic through 
sustained cross-cultural collaboration, sharing ideas and knowledge over a prolonged 
period of time. 
I conceptualise the individual components in a computer aided drawing (CAD) 
program, before assembling them into the final digitally animated design. The 
                                                     
1 Title such as ‘Uncle’ is used as marks of respect for Elders in the Torres Strait Islander community. 
Unless you are personally familiar with the particular Elder or have used the terms previously with them 
or been invited by the person to address them as such or advised by member of the Indigenous 
community, you should avoid using the title. 
2 Kershaw, Response to Techno-Inspired Art Practice, Q12. See Appendix B. 
Bishop, personal communication (19.22 and 21.14). See Appendix B 
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individual parts are then created utilising fused deposition modelling (FDM), three 
dimensional (3D) printing and computer numerical controlled (CNC) production 
systems, and nonferrous casting processes.  Components are then matched to a 
computerised automation system. The works serve to promote Australian contemporary 
art and preserve Torres Strait Islander culture. The sharing of ideas, visual 
representations and cross-cultural initiatives explored by Thaiday and me, break down 
barriers between Indigenous and non-Indigenous cultures. 
Dimensions: H 350 cm x W 280 cm x D 280 cm 
Materials: Cast aluminium, stainless steel, aluminium extrusion, steel, Perspex, rubber, 
electronic components, computer 
Date: March 2016 
Exhibition details: First exhibited at the 20th Biennale of Sydney, Embassy of Spirits, 
Art Gallery of NSW. 18 Mar 2016 - 5 Jun 2016. Artistic Director: Dr Stephanie 
Rosenthal 
Currently on exhibition in Human non Human, Powerhouse Museum, Museum of 
Applied Arts and Science (MAAS). 7 August 2018 – 27 January 2019. Curator: Katie 
Dyer, MAAS, and Dr Lizzie Muller, UNSW  
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Abstract 
Research into Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark: Animatronic technology and cross-
cultural collaboration in the Torres Strait, was to further establish and test institutional 
recognition of cross-collaborative inspired Indigenous/non-Indigenous art within the 
emergence of a multimillion-dollar Torres Strait Islander arts industry. The success of 
mainland Aboriginal artists paved the way for Torres Strait Islanders to develop their 
own contemporary art movement, largely responsible for the cultural revival in which 
Indigenous communities now participate. 
Amid this revival, there is limited information on non-Indigenous involvement among 
these artists and works. The research presented in this thesis expands this area of 
knowledge. The main premise of my argument questions institutional and Indigenous 
arts industry downplaying of cross-cultural collaborative engagement among the Torres 
Strait Islander contemporary art movement. This is supported by demonstrating a 
history of cross-cultural engagement within the constructs of contemporary art making 
and cultural practice predating Western influence.  
I demonstrate how my work with Dr Ken Thaiday Snr (Thaiday) serves to promote 
cross-cultural engagement and in line with Sasha Grishin’s article on the Defying 
Empire: 3rd National Indigenous Art Triennial3, poses questions to curatorial and art 
market agendas that segregate Indigenous art from the broader context of contemporary 
Australian non-Indigenous art.  
One of the arguments I have had with the two earlier shows and continue to have with 
the present one is with the concept of race-based segregation as the underlying basis for 
an art exhibition. Is indigenous art in Australia still in need of affirmative action and a 
sheltered environment for it to grow and survive?4 
                                                     
3 Grishin, Sasha. (June 7, 2017). Defying Empire: 3rd National Indigenous Art Triennial. Retrieved from  
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/art-and-design/defying-empire-3rd-national-Indigenous-art-
triennial-20170606-gwlkgb.html 
4 Grishin, Sasha. (June 7, 2017). Defying Empire: 3rd National Indigenous Art Triennial. Retrieved from  
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/art-and-design/defying-empire-3rd-national-Indigenous-art-
triennial-20170606-gwlkgb.html 
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The thesis questions curatorial and art market agendas that have misinterpreted our 
cross-cultural collaborations, segregating them from the broader context of 
contemporary Australian art through the dismissal of my involvement in the works.  
An investigation of technology inspired artistic collaborations between Thaiday and 
myself over the research period of five years is used as a platform to raise questions on 
the peripheral complications of my non-Indigenous participation in the co-creation of 
works connected to Torres Strait Islander culture.  
Our artistic collaborations merge animatronic technologies and automated production 
systems  that integrate with Thaiday’s material culture. Thaiday and I have developed 
an artistic engagement combining our art practices to produce hybrid, performative 
works of contemporary art.  
The aesthetic is a combination of both our styles of work. Thaiday provides the 
historical context, uniquely styled cultural content and the framework for the 
collaborative concept to build from based on his past dance machines and centuries of 
material culture. I provide a connection to a digital realm, introducing technology and 
the format of a new contemporary aesthetic borne from automated processes and 
references to my art practice. The newly formed work is digitised bringing the 
collaborations to life, the works are jointly enhanced by our shared knowledge of the 
marine environment.  
The research and collaborative works draw from long-lasting traditions, of collaborative 
engagement with outsiders including and incorporating new ideas and technologies into 
the fabric of their own traditional practice and cultural development. A brief historical 
account of this contemporary art movement and key artists creates the context for three 
major works undertaken by Thaiday and myself that were shown in prominent 
exhibitions locally and internationally. The final collaborative work, Beizam Triple 
Hammerhead Shark 2016 produced for the 20th Biennale of Sydney, forms the major 
work for the research. 
This research documents and discusses, the production and reaction, to publically 
displayed co-created works between Thaiday and me, focusing on perception and 
understanding of our Indigenous/non-Indigenous artistic collaborative engagement. The 
thesis advocates a platform that allows our collaborative works to continue contributing 
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towards the promotion of Indigenous cultures, Australian contemporary arts and sharing 
of cultural ideas and knowledge between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians.
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Introduction 
This paper researches artistic collaborations between internationally acclaimed artist 
and Elder Dr Ken Thaiday Snr (Thaiday) and myself. These works are inspired and 
predated by a small group of Torres Strait Islander artists who ventured to capture and 
portray culturally important themes through new mediums, technologies and 
influences, beginning with the introduction of linoleum (lino) cut prints. Prior to this 
movement, the majority of interest was generated around the replication of cultural 
artefacts produced for tourist markets. 
Patronage of Indigenous arts, led Torres Strait islander artists to start rethinking 
tradition. Benefits associated with cultural-promotion and preservation along with 
financial gains prompted exploration into a variety of formats cultural traditions could 
be re-represented through. Emeritus Associate Professor Jeremy Beckett (2015) 
recognised this movement as the start of an ‘Indigenous revival’ that would be driven 
by the success of these contemporary visions: ‘What started out as a cultural revival 
for both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders has developed into a multimillion-
dollar industry.’5 
Chapter 1 of the thesis provides a brief history, leading to the ascendancy of the 
Torres Strait Islander art market, covering a brief background of events up until 
today’s contemporary cultural representations. 
Subsection 1.1 presents a short history of the region’s transitional periods. Surrounded 
to the north by Papua New Guinee to the south by Australia’s Mainland and to the 
west Indonesia. Their culture has overcome influence of Christian missionaries, 
Western colonisation and the dissipation of their people to mainland Australia. Key 
events in history enabled preservation and safekeeping of some of the region’s last 
remaining traditional artefacts during imposed colonisation.  
The efforts of Alfred Court Haddon, British anthropologist and ethnologist who 
conducted the Cambridge Anthropological Expedition to Torres Strait in 1898 played 
a key role in the reclamation process undertaken by many Torres Strait Islander 
                                                     
5 Jeremy Beckett, personal interview by Jason Christopher, 1 August 2015.  
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artists.6 Haddon collected and recorded what remained of their material and oral 
cultures before its imminent destruction, enabling Torres Strait Islanders to reference 
and trace their ancestral past through these artefacts.7 
Torres Strait Islander culture existed for thousands of years through collective 
memories, passed from generation to generation through oral translations, stories, 
song, dance and ritual. In the 21st century, their Island homes face environmental 
damage, their people are dispersing and their culture has been largely integrated into a 
new Western paradigm heavily influenced by Christianity. 
Adrian Newstead’s essay, in the catalogue “Dugong my Son”8 describes seminal 
moments in which Torres Strait Islanders’ culture was diverted to adapt to external 
pressures. 
By 1880 the entire Torres Strait had been converted to Christianity during, what 
became known in the Islands, as ‘the Coming of the Light’ and as the islanders belief 
systems changed, so too did their material culture. 
Subsection 1.2 discusses cultural resilience and development as a consequence of 
hardships subsisting within the marine environment, instability of island alliances and 
vulnerability to external regional engagement as a result of Geographical positioning. 
Today, cultural preservation has succeeded in the wake of a history that has prepared 
them for the challenges that lie ahead.  
Subsection 1.3 discusses key transitional periods that have shaped contemporary 
Torres Strait Islander artists and strengthened their cultural identity. To provide a 
broader assessment and context of my collaborative experiments with Thaiday, this 
                                                     
6 Jude Philp, Past Time: Torres Strait Islander Material from the Haddon Collection, 1888–1905: A 
National Museum of Australia Exhibition From the University of Cambridge (Canberra: National 
Museum of Australia, 2001). 
7 Simon Wright, ‘Carving Out a Name for Themselves: Dennis Nona and Alick Tipoti’, in Dennis 
Nona & Alick Tipoti, Legends Through Patterns from the Past, ed. M. Kershaw (Sydney: The 
Australian Art Print Network, 2009), 9–10. 
8 Adrian Newstead, ‘The Genesis and Development of Torres Strait Print Making in the Western 
Islands’, in Gelam Nguzu Kazi—Dugong My Son, eds. C. Alfonso and M. Kershaw. (Sydney: The 
Australian Art Print Network, 2001), 6 
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subsection introduces a specific group of artists who were first influenced by the 
Mualgau Minaral Artists Collective—1980s9 urban artists and their emergence onto 
the international art scene. I explore how the works of this select group of Torres 
Strait Islander artists experimenting with new narratives, materials and technologies 
helped to reignite interest within their community, strengthening the ability to 
preserve and promote their culture for future generations.10 
The research explores how a newly developed ‘Island narrative style’11 found its way 
into global contemporary art markets and concentrates on the challenges and 
successes of these new works. By introducing these artists into the discussion, I 
situate the Thaiday/Christopher works within a contextual framework  
Subsection 1.4 introduces cultural expansion. The history of Torres Strait Islander 
culture has always managed to include and accept outside influence to their advantage 
whilst maintaining the essence of their culture. This is demonstrated by the complex 
network of trade in material with neighbouring cultures that surround the Torres Strait 
and in the successful navigation of many incursions imposed on the Torres Strait 
Islanders during Western engagement. It is their current contemporary deployment of 
these external influences that will be primarily researched. 
Lindsay Wilson in her book ‘Thathilgaw Emeret Lu: A Handbook of Traditional 
Torres Strait Islands Material Culture describes the transition from traditional 
materials to artificial mediums within the production of material culture. 
The practical Torres Strait Islanders were quick to find ways in which these new 
materials could be adapted to their lifestyle and environment12 
                                                     
9 ‘Mualgau: Minaral Artists Collective’, Aboriginal Art Directory, last modified 2008, 
https://www.aboriginalartdirectory.com/shop/artist-association/mualgau-mineral-artists-collective.php. 
10 Brian Robinson, ‘From Mask to Paper’, in Ailan Currents Contemporary Printmaking from the 
Torres Strait, ed. R. Milledge (Cairns: KickArts Contemporary Arts Ltd, 2007), 11. 
11 Robinson, ‘From Mask to Paper’, 10. 
12 Lindsay Wilson, ‘Contemporary Objects’, in Thathilgaw Emeret Lu: A Handbook of Traditional 
Torres Strait Islands Material Culture (Brisbane: Department of Education, Queensland, 1988), 124. 
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Use of new media, technologies and collaboration are explored and presented through 
an examination of a new narrative style13 previously not seen in traditional Torres 
Strait Islander work. In recent times, these works range in form from Nona’s laser 
etched skateboard decks – Lagan Wakkimthimin14, to Robinson’s designs that infuse 
modern-day Western popular culture - As the rains fell and the sea rose15 and 
Thaiday/Christopher’s digitally operated animatronics work Beizam Triple 
Hammerhead Shark .  
Subsection 1.5 investigates emerging international markets, looking into why and 
how Torres Strait Islander artists have taken up the mantle to find new ways their 
culture can endure and thrive by reconciling traditional practices with modernity 
within the constructs of Westernisation. The featured artists are not alone in their 
efforts—there are many who contributed to their work as well as many non-
Indigenous people who worked behind the scenes and in collaboration with them. 
Non-indigenous collaborators such as master print maker Theo Tremblay, and artist 
Lynnette Griffiths as well as artist’s agents Michael and Di Kershaw AAN, Stephane 
Jacobs European promotor, and many others including government and institutional 
agencies that have aided the ascendancy of the Torres Strait Islander art movement. 
Without this community and collaborative engagement, the contemporary art 
practices of the Torres Strait Islands may not have eventuated. 
In Chapter 2, subsection 2.1, I introduce four main artists, universally regarded as the 
most influential artists of the contemporary Torres Strait Islander art movement; 
Dennis Nona, Alick Tipoti, Brian Robinson and Dr Ken Thaiday Snr. 
The key artists whose works and practice will be researched are all respected artists 
within their communities and recognised internationally. Their work is firmly 
                                                     
13 Adrian Newstead, ‘The Genesis and Development of Torres Strait Print Making in the Western 
Islands’, in Gelam Nguzu Kazi—Dugong My Son, eds. C. Alfonso and M. Kershaw. (Sydney: The 
Australian Art Print Network, 2001), 8–9. 
14 Australian Art Print Network, ‘Denis Nona’, in Between Sky, Land and Sea. Legends Revisited 
(Brisbane: GEON, 2011), 118-119. 
15 Russell Milledge, Brian Robinson, Beverley Mitchell, Sally Donald and Amanda Black, men + 
GODS. (Cairns: KickArts Contemporary Arts, 2012), 84-85 
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anchored within the constructs of their culture and remains original and distinct. They 
are Elders of their communities and caretakers of the earliest histories passed down to 
them through generations. In particular, Thaiday who has lived through critical 
developments that have transformed the Torres Strait Islands, integration of a new 
Christian belief system amongst the constructs of traditional practice, the exodus of 
the Torres Strait Islander labour force to the mainland post pearling era and the Mabo 
ruling.  
A balanced portrayal of the Torres Strait Islander art movement will be achieved 
through researching this cross-section of artists and acknowledging the different 
approach each artist takes to their practice. 
Many prominent Torres Strait Island artists incorporate contemporary themes and 
external cultural references as a means of reconnecting them with past customs and 
traditions, allowing their culture to be maintained whilst adapting to current cultural 
environments.  
Subsection 2.2.1 and 2.2.2, artists Nona and Tipoti are largely held responsible for the 
international interest in Torres Strait Islander contemporary art and the cultural 
security their ancestral readings of the past provide.  
Subsection 2.2.3 describes the practice of artist Robinson who explores external 
cultural references derived from his mixed racial heritage and influence of popular 
culture. Robinson is regarded as being the most successful exponent of this trait, 
blending iconic mixed cultural themes amongst a backdrop of traditional cultural 
imagery. 
Subsection – 2.2.4, artist Thaiday is situated out on his own uniquely styled artistic 
trajectory, firmly rooted in the history and culture of his people his works explore 
creative realms his peers have not ventured. In the opinions of many industry experts 
and artists such as Kershaw and Robinson Thaiday remains one of few  benchmarking 
artists amongst this Indigenous art movement. 
In Chapter 3, I introduce in detail the Thaiday/Christopher collaborations. This 
involves discussing response towards the Thaiday/Christopher collaborations from 
institutions that have exhibited the work nationally and abroad, and the issues and 
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benefits in sharing cultural information between Indigenous/non-Indigenous people 
through collaboration. Comparisons are drawn with other cross-cultural collaborative 
engagements such as Ghost Nets collaboration projects16, collaborative printmaking17 
and Urban Art Projects collaboration18that operate under different terms to the 
Thaiday/Christopher collaborations within this Indigenous contemporary art 
movement. 
Discussions on institutional recognition and acceptance of the Thaiday/Christopher 
works are underpinned by actual events that transpired during the exhibiting of the 
works. Intellectual property (IP) issues and ownership are also addressed through 
experiences in creating and exposing the works to public audiences.  
For collaborations to transcribe and authenticate cultural information relevant to 
communities and contribute to contemporary art markets, institutions need to provide 
a platform for this type of work. New works being developed will be affected by 
institutional understanding. Recognition of indigenous artist’s wishes to explore 
cross-cultural engagement expands creative possibilities and reinforces cultural 
connectivity, restricting this trend limits artists reach.19  
According to pioneering Queensland Artist and Ghost Net collaborator Lynette 
Griffiths, non-Indigenous involvement through collaboration is on the rise among the 
Torres Strait Islander art movement, Griffith’s states. 
I believe Collaborative engagement is not only on the rise but is slowly gaining the 
celebration and recognition it deserves – Through the work of specific people who 
believe in making ART and not specifically and Indigenous product for a collector 
driven market20 
                                                     
16 Geraldine Le Roux, ‘Sharing Both Know-How and a Message’, in Ghostnet Art, ed. S. Jacob (Paris: 
Arts d’Australie, 2016), 52. 
17 Nicolas Rothwell, ‘Theo Tremblay: The Unseen Hand Steering Magic in the Deep North’, The 
Australian, 15 April, 2016, https://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/visual-arts/theo-tremblay-the-
unseen-hand-steering-magic-in-the-deep-north/news-story/54e33ffb69d9cb57b330c93497fff43a. 
18 ‘Home’, Urban Art Projects, updated 2018, https://www.uapcompany.com/ 
19 Lynette Griffiths, questionnaire, 2018. See Appendix B. 
20 Lynette Griffiths, questionnaire, 2018. See Appendix B. 
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Over the past five years, I have developed a working relationship and friendship with 
Thaiday. Collaborating, we have developed three major works that have been 
exhibited nationally and internationally. The collaborative approach towards these 
works forms the basis of discussion throughout the thesis, allowing my research to be 
underpinned by actual events. Anecdotal evidence of these experiences is supported 
by correspondence, interviews and notes from other interested parties involved 
throughout the process 
The events leading to the first collaboration are detailed in subsection 3.1.1, Clam 
Shell with Hammerhead Shark 201321, and is discussed to acknowledge the system 
that made these works possible by providing insight into the dealings between 
contemporary Indigenous artists, agents, collectors and institutions.  
The work22 Clam Shell with Hammerhead Shark 2013 created opportunities for 
Thaiday and I to engage in further works that have grown in complexity and scale. A 
comprehensive analysis of our experimental collaborative works is undertaken in this 
thesis through an enquiry of technical, theoretical and conceptual aspects of the 
works. This includes the challenges of producing complex kinetic work that merges 
conceptual and aesthetic elements from our respective art practices. 
Subsection 3.1.2 discusses the Dari works and why they are perhaps the most divisive 
of the Thaiday /Christopher collaborations due to broader connections to Torres Strait 
Islander culture extending beyond Thaiday’s personal cultural ownership.  
 Beizam Triple Hammer Head Shark 201623 that I presented for the 20th Biennale of 
Sydney (20BoS) represents the major studio work component of this thesis and is 
discussed in subsection 3.1.3  
In subsections 3.2 and 3.3, the research explores institutional readings of the 
Thaiday/Christopher collaborations based on exhibiting the works locally and abroad.  
I discuss how maintaining cultural protocols when dealing with culturally sensitive 
                                                     
21 Justin Bishop, ‘Transition to Automation’, in Ken Thaiday Snr—Erub Kebe Le—A Survey Exhibition 
1990 to the Present Catalogue (Cairns: Cairns Regional Gallery, 2013), 48–52. 
22 Ibid., 48. 
23 ‘Embassy of Spirits’, in 20th Biennale of Sydney Guide: The Future Is Already Here—It’s Just Not 
Evenly Distributed (Sydney: Biennale of Sydney, 2016), 147–9. 
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material as an outsider through collaboration is achieved in context of ethics and due 
process. I address the success of the works in fulfilling roles as authentic cultural 
artefacts as well as contemporary artworks. 
Protocols, authenticity and outsider acceptance is considered through my direct 
experience, cross-culturally collaborating with Thaiday and with reference to 
institutional understanding and acknowledgement of the co-created works. 
Broader aspects of authenticity are also discussed through the commercialisation of 
Cultural material. The commercialisation and current success within global art 
markets encourages the development of new work and lays a platform for artists to 
investigate a departure from traditional modes of representation. This development 
masks the complexities and issues that are involved in maintaining traditional practice 
and authenticity. 
External pressure has also led to replacing traditional materials and sourcing methods, 
particularly with respect to natural resources such as turtle shell and dugong bone. 
The incorporation of artificial materials that replicate the qualities of natural resources 
challenges the authenticity of the work. Pressure exerted from government 
environmental agencies24 and animal rights activists on traditional hunting methods 
and the depletion of natural resources due to commercial exploitation and heavy 
industry has indirectly opened additional areas for artists to explore and expand their 
cultural reach. 
This has developed in line with population dissipation throughout mainland Australia 
which has enabled access to new technologies and modes of production. Newly 
acquired skills allows synthetic materials to be incorporated into traditional practice, 
replacing natural resources and opening up other areas for artists to explore. 
                                                     
24 ‘Turtle and Dugong Hunting Practices’, Queensland Government, last updated 2013, 
www.daf.qld.gov.au/business-priorities/animal-industries/welfare-and-ethics/animal-welfare/qlds-
animal-welfare-law/amendments-to-protect-dugongs-and-turtles/new-laws-to-protect-turtles-and-
dugongs. 
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Developments within the constructs of an expanding and evolving art movement 
within the community may have a direct effect on the future security and promotion 
of its cultural heritage. This transition generates the need for research of this type. 
Torres Strait Islander artists face many challenges in the 21st century. Competition 
and debate on ownership rights to IP that relates to stories often portrayed through 
their work challenges authenticity. This is compounded by complications that involve 
financial incentives at odds with traditional Island custom that is orientated towards 
the even distribution of wealth. In 2013, an exhibition titled ‘men + GODS25’ held at 
KickArts Contemporary Arts26 in Cairns sparked debate between some Elders relating 
to new work. These are some of the divisions and complexities that will be 
investigated. 
The artists researched are some of Australia’s most successful and revered Torres 
Strait Islander artists. Their work is progressive transcending many environmental and 
cultural influences. This research explores why their people constitute one of the few 
Indigenous cultures and regions worldwide that manage to preserve and expand their 
heritage by adapting to change and promoting their culture internationally. 
In the Sesserae catalogue, Simon Wright discusses how Nona’s work is instrumental 
in driving cultural revival and the reclamation of cultural identity 
Dennis Nona has become an important ambassador for contemporary art of the Torres 
Strait Islands, and his work is beginning to attract considerable international 
attention…. A narrative that goes to the heart of the importance of storytelling as a 
way of cultural survival27 
Artists push the boundaries of creativity driven by competition, fuelling the 
production of culturally expansive works. Competition serves to encourage interest 
                                                     
25 Russell Milledge, Brian Robinson, Beverley Mitchell, Sally Donald and Amanda Black, men + 
GODS. (Cairns: KickArts Contemporary Arts, 2012). 
26 ‘About’, KickArts Contemporary Arts, last updated 2018, https://kickarts.org.au/about-kickarts. 
27 Wright, Simon, ‘Introduction’ In Sesserae: The Works of Dennis Nona (Brisbane: Griffith Artworks, 
2005), 5. 
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and pride that, in turn, leads towards a greater sense of ownership for people just 
beginning to reclaim their identity28. 
Torres Strait Islanders have been exposed to and taken advantage of external cultural 
influence predating Western colonisation ‘Bipotaim’ time before the arrival of 
missionaries29. Research into the Thaiday/Christopher collaborations and the works 
contribution towards Torres Strait cultural revival is inspired by Torres Strait 
Islanders’ ability to maintain a strong sense of cultural identity alongside a 
willingness to explore and incorporate new ideas, mediums and technologies.  
Noticeable themes that underlie Torres Strait Island culture relate directly to 
cosmology and activities that surround hunting, cultivating, production and 
preparation of food, synchronised with seasonal and environmental conditions. The 
significance of ties to land and sea still exist within the constructs of the ever-
changing technological world with which they now engage. This research explores 
how these new works serve to maintain cultural knowledge and connection to marine 
environments given that most of the artists now live in major mainland cities. 
Innovative modes of representation may influence and affect cultural development. I 
research how works incorporate contemporary modes of representation, and the effect 
on traditions such as material sourcing, cultural security and ownership. 
The conceptual content, aesthetics and rationale behind externally inspired work are 
investigated. The decisions behind the application and the significance of these new 
functions are discussed.  
Key artists such as Thaiday, Nona, Tipoti and Robinson are among those who take on 
these new vehicles of expression and feature throughout the thesis. These artists and 
others are entrusted custodians, the bearers of cultural knowledge who are tasked with 
further securing their future through the production of their works. 
This research acknowledges the events that provided an environment for my 
participation within the genre of contemporary Torres Strait Island arts and 
                                                     
28 Theo Tremblay, ‘Tracking Linocerous’, In Ailan Currents Contemporary Printmaking from the 
Torres Strait, ed. R. Milledge (Cairns: KickArts Contemporary Arts Ltd, 2007), 76–7. 
29 Bipotaim—Refer to Section 1.3. 
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investigates how mutual benefits are achieved. I describe how these works can serve 
to promote cultural understanding between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians  
My personal experience within marine environments and the consequent visual 
references that are depicted through my art practice drew me to the contemporary 
representations of Torres Strait Island artists. My travels along Cape York Peninsular 
and other marine environments locally and internationally increased my interest in 
their culture. Aside from cultural differences and artistic profiles, As my collaborative 
engagement with Thaiday developed I recognised retrospectively that there were 
many visually comparative similarities and artistic development stages occurring 
within Thaiday’s and my art practices. 
The collaborative work and research undertaken for this paper is channelled through 
the sanctioned authorities, institutions and agents of the artists researched. The use of 
source material is conducted through the correct ethical codes of practices and 
procedures. Procedural advice and ethical protocol is achieved through the Human 
Ethics Department of The University of Sydney and my supervisors, as well as 
Michael Kershaw, Managing Director of The Australian Art Network (AAN) 
(formerly The Australian Arts Print Network) and managing agent for Thaiday, Nona, 
Tipoti and Robinson, and referencing the codes of practice set out in the Indigenous 
Art Code. And most significantly, through my artistic collaborator Dr Ken Thaiday 
Snr. 
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Chapter 1. The Torres Strait Island Contemporary Art 
Movement 
 Brief Overview 
To contextualise the artistic practices explored by this distinct group of contemporary 
artists, a brief history of the region’s key transitional periods is addressed in this 
subsection.30 
The diverse land and sea ecosystems that surround the Torres Strait Islands has 
attracted interest from many cultures wishing to capitalise on the region’s rich 
resources. The Islands’ geographical proximity to Australia, Papua New Guinea 
(PNG) and Indonesia has provided a range of cross-cultural interaction (see Figure 
1).31 Through these circumstances, Torres Strait Islanders accepted and incorporated 
external influence in developing their cultural practices.32 
 
Figure 2. Torres Strait Island map 
Source: Australian Art Network (2018). Retrieved 1 July 2014, from 
http://australianartnetwork.com.au/regions/torres-strait-islands/ 
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The Torres Strait Islands were never a unified singularity33, each Island possessed its 
own unique differences that were jealously guarded. Throughout the Strait, islands 
differed in landscape and appearance. Some were rich in cultivatable soil, while 
others were barren corral quays that relied more on hunting resources from the ocean 
rather than cultivation. In turn, differences developed within their cultural customs34. 
Torres Strait Islanders have endured and absorbed profound external pressure due to 
Westernisation, the arrival of Christian missionaries (London Missionary Society 
LMS) in 1871 exerted perhaps the greatest effect on cultural preservation.35 
Population dissipation imposed by government regulations and the collapse of the 
pearling industry precipitated the exodus of the majority of Torres Strait Islanders to 
the Australian mainland, seriously threatening the existence of their culture. In recent 
times, external forces have been overcome to maintain, preserve and promote their 
culture globally. 
This chapter identifies a movement started by a group of artists towards new 
influences that inspire an Island narrative style that now serves to preserve and 
promote cultural practices. Throughout the thesis I will identify the main artists 
responsible for this movement and uncover how these works maintain cultural 
significance while existing and responding to the influences of global culture.  
In modern history, post Western engagement, cross-pollination of traditional practice 
now exists between clans. United through circumstance and exposure to diverse 
cultures beginning with the arrival of the LMS and later the influx of immigrant South 
Sea Islanders and Asian pearlers expanded opportunities for artists to exploit. The 
influx of cultural influence and exposure to new materials provided a wider range of 
subject matter from which to draw. These influences were adopted and integrated 
within cultural practices, adding to the interest and complexities of their culture. The 
expansion of subject matter led to new cultural influences being incorporated into 
song and dance, object making and belief systems. Torres Strait Islander artists and 
                                                     
33 John Singe, ‘Introduction’, in The Torres Strait People and History, (Brisbane: University of 
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makers of material culture began to develop new works in response to traditional 
practice melding with Western engagement.  
 
Figure 3 Fighter aircraft headdress (James Eseli, 2000) 
Note: Hibiscus wood, synthetic polymer paint, nails, PVC container and PVA fixture 38 x 58 x50 cm 
Purchased 2001 Queensland Art Gallery Foundation Source: Queensland Art Gallery. The Torres Strait 
2011,18 
James Eseli Fighter aircraft headdress 2000 36 (see Figure 3) provides a good 
example showcasing the use of alternative synthetic materials and cultural response 
towards new influences  
Local and international interest in these new works has allowed Torres Strait Islander 
culture to be expanded, preserved and promoted globally. These current developments 
fast track cultural change. The way in which stories and traditions are maintained and 
portrayed presents many challenges in retaining authenticity outside the environment 
that forged Torres Strait Islander culture. 
Terri Janke essay in “The Torres Strait Islands” references Eddie Koiko Mabo’s 
sentiments and her own in keeping culture alive outside of the Torres Strait Islands. 
                                                     
36 Queensland Art Gallery. The Torres Strait Islands. (South Brisbane: Queensland Art Gallery and 
Gallery of Modern Art, 2011), 18 
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There are challenges in maintaining culture for Torres Strait Islanders. How do we 
keep culture alive, reference it, reuse it and interact with it, if we don’t live on that 
Island? The Torres Strait islands37  
Much of Torres Strait Islander material culture was destroyed through Western 
engagement by the LMS. What remained has been passed down through generations 
in the form of cultural artefacts, imagery, song, dance, stories and the collective 
memories of living Elders. British anthropologist and ethnologist Alfred Cort Haddon 
recognised that, due to the influence of Western civilisation and the LMS38, the 
systematic destruction of material cultures was imminent. Given limited time, Haddon 
embarked on a mission to document and preserve what remained of their material 
culture. Today’s Torres Strait Islanders reference these artefacts to retrace family 
lineages and regain ancestral knowledge when producing contemporary cultural 
representations. 
  
Figure 4. Mask made of turtle shell plates, Oc1855,1220.169 
Source: The Trustees of the British Museum (2018). Retrieved 1 April 2016, from 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details/collection_image_
gallery.aspx?assetId=1580755001&objectId=513736&partId=1#more-views 
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38 ‘The Torres Strait Islands’, Queensland Art Gallery (Brisbane: Queensland Art Gallery and Gallery 
of Modern Art, 2011). 
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Another key element driving cultural change is a consequence of government 
regulations on hunting rights, pollution, habitat destruction and a decline in hunted 
species which has affected the use of traditional materials and placed pressure on the 
production of works that utilise authentic materials. Artists are now forced to look for 
alternative artificial materials to replace turtle shell and dugong39 bone. The use of 
synthetics has expanded artist’s ability to translate complex cultural themes within 
single artworks which was previously not possible through traditional methods. 
This subsection provided a brief historical account and background information 
relating to key events that have transformed the Torres Strait Islands and their people.  
 History and Development of Cultural Practices Predating 
Bipotaim Through to Pastaim 
The following subsection briefly discusses the development of cultural practice pre-
dating Western influence through to current cultural transitional periods post 
Westernisation 
Island cultures developed rich and diverse belief systems, paying homage to many 
gods, spirits and totems of their Island homes. The myths and legends that depicted 
their stories were owned and governed individually by families and clans and were 
passed down from generation to generation. Stories may have held information 
important to the survival of that family and so, in a competitive environment, were 
sometimes kept secret from outsiders.40 
Friends and foes, environmental conditions and the permanent or transient nature of 
Island populations all contributed to the development of uniquely specialised cultural 
nuances. Cultural response and adaptation continue to play a part in reconciling 
today’s cultural practices. The variety of styles and compositions of contemporary 
works now being produced is evidence of the cultural diversity that existed between 
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one island and the next. This diversity is similarly reflected in the rich and vibrant 
performative aspects of song and dance and through language. 
The artists researched throughout this thesis represent islands of contrasting 
geographical and cultural influence: Tipoti and Nona from Badu Island, Robinson 
from Waiben Island and Thaiday from Erub Island. Each Island throughout the Torres 
Strait developed specific cultural practices linked to the resources and physical 
elements endemic to their geographical location. Today, the artists rely on passing 
information through the process of narrative artworks, song and dance, storytelling 
and researching what was salvaged from the systematic destruction of their material 
culture by Christian missionaries. Contemporary Torres Strait Islander artists have 
revisited cultural nuances and reinvented their cultural narrative. 
Prior to Western influence, the communities utilised neighbouring technologies that 
were traded from mainland Australia, PNG and other seafaring cultures venturing to 
trade among the Islands. Material cultures were borne out of the need to pass on 
valuable information necessary for survival within marine environments. There is no 
evidence for the existence of written narratives regarding the availability of resources 
or survival blueprints, as such analogues would be impractical in a marine 
environment. Instead, vital information was passed down through generations by oral 
and visual means. 
The strength, resilience, and practicality of marine cultures are evidenced in their 
material culture. Between the threat of neighbouring raiders, prevailing weather 
conditions and dangerous animals, Torres Strait Islanders had little time for 
nonsensical activities. The stories documented by Margaret Lawrie in Myths and 
Legends of Torres Strait41 (see Figure 5) reveal deadly underlying consequences for 
tempting fate through carelessness and disregard. Although some of the stories are 
light-hearted and even humorous, there is nearly always a moral attached that serves 
as a warning to heed the perils existing in their world.42 
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42 Harry Captain, ‘Bila’, in Myths and Legends of Torres Strait, ed. M. Lawrie (Brisbane: University of 
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Figure 5. Myths and Legends of Torres Strait in Torres Strait Islander everyday words (Ephraim Bazi, 
Amipuru) 
Source: Retrieved 1 August 2017, from http://blogs.slq.qld.gov.au/ilq/2017/06/21/torres-strait-islander-
everyday-words/ 
War was a common denominator across the Islands, with the constant threat of 
raiding parties always present. Through legends of war, heroes emerged. From the 
formation of their landscape, stories evolved explaining how the headlands, hilltops 
and features of their Islands came to be. Torres Strait Islanders developed a complete 
cosmological account of their environment. The myths and legends presented a visual 
reckoning of all that surrounded them including a visual map detailing the physical 
topographical nature of their surroundings. It also provided a three-dimensional (3D) 
visual plan for navigating weather systems, obtaining available food resources, 
methods of defending themselves and attacking their foes. They existed in a 3D world 
in which the sky, land and volume of the ocean were of equal importance (see Figure 
6). 
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Figure 6. Split level shot of a turtle (Photograph David Fleetham) 
Source: Blue Planet II. Retrieved January 18, 2018 from 
http://www.amateurphotographer.co.uk/technique/interviews/blue-planet-ii-book-115808 
Cooperation, selflessness and sharing were traits that enabled societies to thrive. 
Individuals who were not compliant with these traits were often depicted ending up in 
unsavoury circumstances in many of the myths and legends of the Torres Strait. These 
warnings were passed down through generations, ensuring environmental 
understanding and cohesion was achieved among their people. 
Currencies traded between the Islands, the mainland and PNG varied depending on 
their needs. Commodities that existed on one Island and not another were traded 
irrespective of conflicts and, in this way, needs were serviced. Large trees and fauna 
were scarce on all Islands and trade with PNG for canoes, bow and arrows, spears and 
feathers was often settled with the swapping of human heads as currency. The trade in 
human heads43(see Figure 7) led to headhunting becoming a valuable resource for 
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Torres Strait Islanders who wished to expand their reach through the use of ocean-
going sea craft traded in PNG. In turn, this led to further competition in an already 
challenging environment. 
 
Figure 7. Byerb Ibaik  (Dennis Nona, 2009) 
Note: Cast white brass, black and white pearl shell and fibre, 160 mm x 150 mm x 240 mm. Source: 
Australia Art Network, Sydney. Studio: Urban Art Projects Brisbane, Queensland. Retrieved 10 
September 2015, from http://australianartnetwork.com.au/shop/artwork/sculpture/byerb-ibaik/ 
This complex network of trade and war led to fierce rivalry between Islands—rivalry 
that still exists today, albeit on friendlier terms. Island clans take great pride in their 
stories, song and dance and artistic recreations of Island narratives. Island 
competition44 is a main contributor driving the production of new works with each 
Island representative wanting to outdo the other. 
Islanders enjoyed an endless supply of sustainable resources from which to survive 
and produce material culture45 before the pearling, bêche-de-mer and trepang (sea 
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45 Lindsay Wilson, Kerkar Lu Contemporary Artefacts of The Torres Strait Islands (Brisbane: 
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slugs) industries set up in the Torres Strait Islands from the 1850s onwards, causing 
devastating effects. 
 
Figure 8. Flotilla of pearling luggers, Thursday Island, with Prince of Wales Island in the background 
(Frank Hurley, 1910) 
Source: Retrieved 15 February 2015 from http://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-159346249 
With the onset of Western influence, the process of object-making underwent radical 
change. Communities were now exposed to new materials, allowing the inclusion of 
more durable mediums such as iron. In the spirit of ingenuity and inventiveness, new 
materials were incorporated into daily use and the production of material culture. 
Living with the consequences of overfishing, pollution and shrinking natural habitats, 
Torres Strait Islanders continue to utilise alternative materials in the production of 
their works. Turtle shell and dugong bone are replaced with plastics and other 
synthetic materials. Today, most Torres Strait Islanders reside on the mainland46 and 
this exposure to a myriad of materials and manufacturing processes has opened new 
areas for artists to pursue. 
This subsection provides a brief description of the environment from which Torres 
Strait Islander marine culture was formed, providing a reference point linking 
traditional practices with contemporary art forms described in the following thesis 
chapters and subsections.   
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 Cultural Interaction and Adaptation Bipotaim through to 
Pastaim 
This subsection goes into more detail describing how adaptation to external influence 
has shaped contemporary Torres Strait Islander cultural practice. Referencing periods 
of transitional change will provide relevance to the contemporary Torres Strait 
Islander artworks further explored in the thesis. 
Torres Strait Islander societies managed to survive and maintain uniqueness, diversity 
and cultural richness. Transitioning from Bipotaim (pre-Christian influence) to 
Pastaim (post-Christian influence)47 demonstrating an ability to keep their culture at 
pace with an evolving contemporary world. 
During the Bipotaim period, external influences were willingly absorbed and 
integrated into the cultural fabric of life. This occurred through contact with 
neighbouring traders and warring foes. With the discovery of more efficient trade 
routes via the Torres Strait Islands, the treacherous waters were soon mapped and 
navigated by foreign ships seeking to take advantage of the shortcut and exploit 
untapped resources.48 
Before long, resistance to invading forces was depleted, with most warriors killed in 
battle or through retribution by colonising foreigners.49 The pacification of the Islands 
was catalysed by the arrival of Christian missionaries, perhaps the biggest cultural 
change endured. 
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Figure 9. Locals arrive in colourful dress as the Coming of the Light ceremony on Darnley Island 
begins 
Source: Cathy Finch (2015). In Coming of the Light Festival, Torres Strait, Australian Geographic 
Retrieved 7 August  2016  from 
http://www.australiangeographic.com.au/travel/destinations/2015/07/coming-of-the-light-festival,-
torres-straight/torres-strait-islands-coming-of-the-light-church 
Acceptance of the LMS resulted in devastating pressure exerted by the missionaries 
on the Islanders to forgo traditional Island practice. Much of the material and oral 
culture was either destroyed or forced into secrecy. In this way, the Torres Strait 
Islands moved into Pastaim. The Coming of the Light50 (the term used to describe the 
arrival of the LMS which is celebrated by many Torres Strait Islanders annually on 
the first of July) in 1871 saw the systematic destruction of material culture. Haddon 
recognised all would soon be lost. In an attempt to record and salvage what remained 
of their material culture, he led an expedition to remove and relocate as much of the 
existing artefacts as possible to overseas museums and institutions for safekeeping. 
The surviving artefacts outside the region has enabled Torres Strait Islanders to revisit 
their ancestral customs and traditions and piece together lineages and important 
cultural references to help revitalise material culture. 
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Figure 10. Turtle shell pendant donated by Alfred Cort Haddon in 1889 (Meriam people, Torres Strait 
Islands, nineteenth century) 
Source: The Pitt Rivers Museum, Retrieved 12 January  2018 from 
http://web.prm.ox.ac.uk/bodyarts/index.php/body-arts-and-lifecycles/marriage/111-turtle-shell-
pendant.html 
The existence of artefacts outside the region remains a contentious issue; however, 
some see it as a saving grace and vehicle for the promotion and expansion of their 
culture. Tipoti (2009) is one such artist who supports this view: ‘A lot of people say 
that Haddon stole the artefacts, but to me people who say that are absolutely 
wrong.’51 Tipoti and Nona have used these archives to readdress their culture. 
Researching and referencing lost cultural traditions, language, lineages and storylines 
has led to the development of a new form of cultural narrative and recording. 
The onset of the pearling industry forced integration with workers from foreign lands 
and transformed the Islands into a truly multicultural environment.52 Unfortunately, 
the Torres Strait Islanders least benefitted from the booming industry.53 Their world 
forever changed they began to take on skills and resources to better equip themselves 
with what lay ahead. 
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45 
The acceptance of the LMS followed by the inevitable exodus to the mainland after 
the collapse of the pearling industry thrust the Torres Strait Islanders into yet another 
obstacle to navigate and overcome. Their proven resourcefulness and ability to absorb 
and adapt to change allowed communities to reclaim and reinvent their culture, 
moulding it to fit uniquely within the paradigm of a Western world.54 
Although most Islanders now live on the mainland, their spiritual and cultural 
connections remain intact. The Mabo Case55 is perhaps the most significant event to 
take place since imposed colonisation of the Torres Strait Islands. The Mabo ruling 
provided a renewed sense of identity—regaining ownership and having a hand in 
governing their lands reinforced pride and eased the physical separation endured 
through living on the mainland. The ruling also helped distinguish the Islanders as 
distinct people from mainland Aborigines and Melanesians to the north. They could 
now have their own say in the control and management of national affairs through the 
Torres Strait Regional Authority.56 
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Figure 11. Eddie Mabo 
Source: Australian Government (2018). Retrieved 9 June 2015 from 
http://www.indigenous.gov.au/eddie-mabo-the-man-behind-mabo-day 
Strength and resilience were forged under the harshest conditions. For terrestrial 
beings, marine environments possess challenges that can only be overcome by 
ingenuity, toughness and mental resolve. These qualities, deeply ingrained in Torres 
Strait culture, enabled integration, assimilation and ultimate success. Despite past 
intrusions into their way of living, Torres Strait Islanders managed to adjust to 
external pressure while maintaining and preserving the essence of their culture. 
Ownership of these enduring qualities reveals how, in today’s contemporary art 
world, Torres Strait Islander artists can keep pace with cultural developments, 
expanding and promoting their culture to an international audience. 
The tumultuous history of the Torres Strait has expanded the repertoire from which 
contemporary artists draw and respond. Artists like Robinson and Thaiday actively 
pursue inspiration from external sources. The works are sometimes as much about 
their culture as they are about contemporary global themes. 
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Figure 12. As the Rains Fell and the Seas Rose (Brian Robinson, 2012) 
Source: Michael Reid. Retrieved 15 July 2016 from https://michaelreid.com.au/art/as-the-rains-fell-
and-the-seas-rose/ 
The production of material culture also adapted in line with changes necessary to the 
sustainability of natural resources. Previously, Torres Strait Islanders could manage 
natural resources through exploiting them under a sustainable system of management. 
However, the onset of heavy industry, pollution and commercial overfishing created 
imbalance. 
For many of the artists, the use of synthetic materials is a key adaptation prevalent in 
the manufacture of current artworks. There are several reasons these artists have 
turned to modern synthetic materials. While recognition towards the protection of 
endangered species such as turtles and dugongs has led some artists to utilise 
alternative materials, others are driven by the expanded possibilities artificial material 
properties allow. 
In responding to the issues faced in preserving and promoting the development of 
Torres Strait Islander culture and the protection of resources, artists have adapted 
practices best suited to moving forward in a positive and productive way. In recent 
times, there has been a significant shift in the type of work being produced by Torres 
Strait Islander artists. The last quarter century is identified with a departure from 
traditional modes of representation. Led by artists, this movement paved the way 
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forward, generating new and innovative ways to secure the future of their material 
culture. 
Notable responsive and progressive factors that distinguish recent contemporary 
artwork are realised through the accelerated use of technologies, reconfiguration of 
traditional formats and expansion of subject matter. 
A dissipated population, depleted natural resources and external cultural distractions 
are pressing issues faced in preserving and promoting their culture. For artists 
producing work outside the region, external influence, dislocation and incorporating 
artificial materials affects authenticity and the ability to translate important cultural 
themes. Inadvertently, or by choice, Torres Strait Islanders confronted reconciling 
traditional art practices with modernity through their art practice. The innovative use 
of new materials and technologies has ignited the interest of a younger generation and 
the attention of international art markets. 
The artists at the forefront of cultural reinforcement are often Elders and respected 
custodians of cultural knowledge, who are entrusted to pass down information to the 
next generation. These Elders face many challenges in ensuring cultural knowledge is 
preserved and maintained—and this is what drives them. These are the 
responsibilities artists and Elders bear: ensuring the next generation of Elders can 
continue to preserve and promote their culture. 
Variety and the complexity of thematic response from artists led to a range of artistic 
practices being explored. These include: collaboration with non-Indigenous people, 
the infusion of Western popular culture, kinetic sculpture, 3D printing, computer-
generated designs and exploration of a host of other materials and technologies. 
Contemporary Torres Strait Islander artists embrace external influence, ensuring 
spiritual and practical connections to land, sea and sky are maintained and reinforced. 
Their scientific approach to surviving the marine environment is reflected through the 
contemporary narrative composition of these latest works. 
The cosmology of myths and legends continues to play a significant role in providing 
practical information relating to the use and sustainability of natural resources. 
Reconciling traditional practice with modernity poses many issues: adjustment to 
large cities, the influence of mass consumerism and the lure of popular culture 
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distracts a younger generation towards other pursuits. Overindulgence and capitalist 
ideologies are relatively new to Torres Strait Islanders who lived in balance with their 
resources ensuring fair distribution. 
 
Figure 13. Kisai Mari Patan (Dennis Nona, 2008) 
Note: Etching, 1,200 mm x 800 mm. Source: Retrieved November 17, 2016 from 
https://gallery.aboriginalartdirectory.com/aboriginal-art/dennis-nona/kisai-mari-patan.php 
Maintaining spiritual, practical and cultural connections to their Island homes is 
continually under threat. Torres Strait Islanders are regularly pressured to settle into 
the sedentary lifestyles created for Western societies through the onset of globalised 
mass consumerism. Torres Strait Islanders’ cultural passage resists the way in which 
Western cultures vicariously connect with nature. For thousands of years, Western 
cultures have been distancing their dependency on the spiritual and practical 
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understanding of nature, whereas Torres Strait Islanders have been honing this 
dependency. Islanders’ exposure to Westernisation has only been brief, their 
contemporary art movement is paving the way for the preservation and sustainability 
of cultural and spiritual connections to their Islands, securing ties for generations to 
come. 
Passing down knowledge through oral and material culture was instrumental in 
guiding Torres Strait Islanders in times of war, travel, hunting and gathering and 
cultivation. The culture of Torres Strait Islanders is inextricably connected to their 
natural surroundings. The culture’s 3D nature encompasses ancestral spirits, land, sea, 
sky, flora and fauna, while the fourth dimension is time. Explanations for everything 
that exists can be answered through their mythologies.57 Their culture existed as a 
visual and audible force, with family, language, ancestral knowledge, totems and 
stories combining to unify belief systems.  
IP is protected and maintained by various Island groups, tribes, families and clans and 
represents a key element that contributes to the preservation and identification of their 
culture. By exercising these rights accuracy is sustained and the legends and stories 
that connect their culture continue to inform Torres Strait islanders. Ownership rights 
reinforce Torres Strait Islanders’ tenure and these rights are important in maintaining 
identity. Stories and ancestral knowledge passed down by Elders through generations 
are still referenced today, enabling Torres Strait Islanders to determine ownership 
entitlements. It was precisely the maintaining of ownership rights to garden plots and 
fishing grounds that served as important evidence in upholding Mabo’s claim in the 
High Court’s ruling on terra nullius.58 
Ancestral knowledge held by Elders is key to artists’ attempts at visualising and 
recording accurate accounts of material and oral culture. Before embarking on a new 
work, Nona and Tipoti conduct research, speaking with Elders and gaining permission 
to use the material. This ensures accuracy and that ownership disputes do not arise. 
Works can then exist as true accounts, transcribing important ancestral knowledge 
from which future generations can learn. 
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Tipoti remains involved in the management of Torres Strait Islander affairs and his 
work now fulfils several purposes. As a contemporary modern-day artefact, his work 
is instrumental in educating and inspiring young Torres Strait Islanders. As an 
artwork, his practice promotes Indigenous and Australian art and culture 
internationally. And, as a true record and account of past histories, his work is used to 
trace family lineages, helping to identify land and sea ownership and resolve 
management issues. Simon Wright (2009) discusses this in his catalogue essay: 
This extends a rare facility to the work, in so far as it can move from the gallery wall 
to be tendered as a legal document in Australian courts, as evidence to support sea 
claims, outlining fishing and traditional hunting grounds, and ancestral connectivity 
to place.59 
The new analogues of material culture produced by these artists and many others 
ensure future cultural security. Artists and their communities can take advantage of 
recent connectivity. Unified through circumstance, they can now piece together the 
missing elements, connecting information between each other’s knowledge base and 
transcribing this combined knowledge through artwork. 
Torres Strait Islander material culture was almost entirely destroyed during contact 
with the LMS, without the existence of their culture in the collective memories of 
Elders passed down through generations, cultural rebirth would never have been 
possible. Today, preservation is achieved by placing work within the public domain 
ensuring information is now shared and secured for future reference. As more work is 
produced, the future security of cultural recordings becomes increasingly bolstered. 
While this development is reassuring, it also presents other issues to overcome. By 
creating culturally loaded work that is displayed in public domains, sensitive 
information is exposed to outsiders. Although exposing sensitive information to 
outsiders protects it from loss, this is sometimes at the expense of cultural protocols 
being broken. Artists have to find new and inventive ways to protect the identity of 
this information and many deploy secret codes within their imagery to protect 
sensitive information from outsiders. 
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The process of reconnecting their culture back together will be ongoing. In the spirit 
of doing so, new cultural practices will continue to develop. Healthy debate 
concerning ownership and accuracy only strengthens the content of cultural 
representation through the process of revision. When the artists began reconstructing 
their culture, they did not anticipate the demand that art markets would generate. 
However, it may have been clear that the practice of fuelling tourist markets60 with 
sculptural trinkets was not helping to revitalise a culture running much deeper. This 
new breed of artists possessed grander visions and, to realise their dreams, looked 
towards new modes of production. 
Lindsay Wilson’s investigation into material use discusses the developments behind 
the transition from natural materials to industrial products such as steel and plastics in 
the production of practical tools and ephemeral objects utilised in cultural activities. 
Wilson identifies the important factors that led to the current use of new materials and 
technologies. This transition reveals a shift from practical application towards more 
conceptual based influences in line with the lifestyles of most Torres Strait Islanders 
who live and work outside the region.61 
While Torres Strait Islander culture continued to be replaced by Western principles, 
traditional practices were diverted towards other pursuits. New influences affected 
their ability to preserve important cultural themes. Wilson62 identifies the issues in 
maintaining and preserving traditional subsistent practices. With the passing of 
subsistent communities, the material culture that was important to everyday survival 
was no longer required. This precipitated a major shift in the way in which the 
production of material culture was addressed. 
The emergence of the urban artists who are typically described as artists who have 
had formal art training on the mainland and explore a wider repertoire of materials 
and external influences are identified with this shift. 63 Urban artists contemporary 
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depictions of traditional Island life, placed emphasis on retaining accurate ancestral 
knowledge and Island custom. These innovative artists borrowed narrative styles from 
mainland Aboriginal artists64. The new narrative style provided a platform for 
important cultural information to be transcribed onto a single artistic document. 
By reconfiguring traditional formats and incorporating new mediums and 
technologies, artists could translate stories and practical knowledge through the 
production of single artworks. This saw a departure from some traditional methods of 
recording important cultural information and provided a way for ongoing protection. 
This current adaptation enables the reformatting of culturally sensitive information 
while maintaining the authenticity and integrity of the narrative produced. 
Tipoti’s Gubau Aimai Mabaigal (Four Winds)65 is an important cultural and 
informative modern-day artefact. Reproduced and reformatted, the work utilises 
contemporary production methods and is a new way of representing, securing and 
passing on cultural knowledge. Inspired by researching Haddon’s collection,66 Tipoti 
re-translated the original documentation from 118 years ago. 
 
Figure 14. Gubau Aimai Mabaigal (Alick Tipoti, 2007) 
Note: Linocut, 3,210 cm x 1010 cm. Source: Editions Tremblay NFP, Cairns Queensland. Printer: 
Theo Tremblay. Photograph: Jason Christopher. 
Gabau Aimai Mabaigal is a strong example of the benefits of this new Torres Strait 
Island narrative style. Having the story played out within a single artwork 
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consolidates the complexities of its purpose on a single readable plane. Information 
relating to each of the four seasons relays the types of foods and resources available 
and the best times to cultivate according to seasonal changes. Although this work 
might not hold relevance in practical terms for modern Torres Strait Islanders, it holds 
critical information that formed the cornerstone of their material culture. 
The introduction of linocut etching techniques by Tafe teacher Anna Eglitis in the 
early 90’s paved the way forward for artists exploring new ways cultural themes 
could be transcribed and is discussed in subsection 1.4.  
The practical context of living off the land and sea is ingrained in the myths and 
legends that are portrayed in contemporary Indigenous artworks. The focus on work 
that depicts the natural cycles of seasonal hunting and gathering and food production 
keeps practical knowledge alive among Torres Strait Islanders living on the mainland. 
Much of their ancestral knowledge is only shared between their people, these new and 
innovative works unlock the sacred stories to maintain and preserve spiritual and 
practical understanding. 
A way forward lies in finding new ways that artists can translate their culture through 
alternative material use and unconventional modes of representation. The exploration 
of diverse production methods and techniques expand artists’ ability to portray 
complex themes. This development also enhances conceptual and visual appeal and 
this outcome combined with non-traditional techniques employed helps to attract 
interest from international markets. 
This international exposure and subsequent success entice a younger generation to 
become interested in learning and reclaiming their cultural heritage. With other 
distractions competing with cultural participation, gaining interest from the next 
generation of possible Elders is a challenging task that lies heavily on the shoulders of 
current Elders. 
In the past, younger generations within subsistent communities would be looking to 
develop necessary survival skills including cultivation, hunting and fishing. Cultural 
participation was a rite of passage by virtue of the necessity to contribute. With 
hunting and fishing now only considered a leisure activity, the status afforded a good 
fisherman or hunter holds little relevance in modern-day Torres Strait Islanders’ lives. 
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Hunting, fishing and cultivating are still practiced on the mainland and Islands. 
Special occasion activities continue to be performed and maintained and traditional 
foods sought for such occasions. Complicated and sensitive issues exist relating to the 
use and harvesting of natural resources. Traditional hunting methods are often 
sidestepped in favour of motorised power-boats and high-powered rifles. Traditional 
hunting rights are also affected by pressure exerted by state and federal legislation, 
non-traditional hunting methods and commercial overfishing. 
The Torres Strait Islands were exploited by commercial interests during the pearling, 
fishing and trochus industry period that decimated natural resources and created an 
environment at odds with traditional cultural practice.67 Torres Strait Islanders were 
unwillingly forced into the commercial harvest of their region. Pearling and fishing 
industries forced Western-style mass harvesting and the exploitation of their 
resources, the commercial gain of which they never fully profited.68 The application 
of mass harvesting techniques changed the environment both physically and 
culturally. Those events continue to influence today’s approach towards practicing 
cultural traditions. 
Traditional hunting methods and the use of turtle shell and dugong bone in the 
production of material culture face many issues. Depletion of natural resources due to 
commercial fishing and pollution has affected the availability of traditionally hunted 
fauna. With imposed legislation regarding hunting rights and pressure from animal 
liberation activists, traditional hunting methods become more difficult to sustain 
The furore surrounding traditional hunting is intensifying, just one of many rifts 
across Australia where indigenous cultural rights are clashing with mainstream and 
green sensibilities. And it is another example of native title holders fighting to 
preserve their hard-fought prerogative to make their own decisions about the use of 
their traditional lands.69 
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Figure 15. Kala Waia, Dugong-hunter with harpoon-spear (wap) and rope (amu) standing on platform 
(mat) (1970) 
Source: From Myths and Legends of Torres Strait (Margaret Lawrie), University of Queensland Press. 
Further, many animals hunted are killed utilising modern hunting methods (see Figure 
16). Power-boats and guns tip the balance in favour of hunters, further depleting the 
availability of hunted species. This also presents a serious concern for Island custom, 
as traditional ways may be lost to a younger generation influenced by modern hunting 
technologies such as guns and global positioning systems (GPS). 
 
Figure 16. Dugong slaughtered in the Torres Strait 
Source: ABC News (2018). Retrieved 7 May 2018 from http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-05-
06/dugong-slaughtered-in-torres-strait/9731188 
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Torres Strait Islanders now have better control over the Islands economic resources 
and with financial benefits of commercial art markets, Torres Strait Islanders are now 
able to take economic advantage of their cultural worth.  
Artists now promote and expand their culture internationally by adapting traditional 
practice to include new synthetic materials that do not put more pressure on already 
strained environments. Funding and exposure to new resources on the mainland have 
led to the use of synthetic materials in the production of cultural artefacts. The 
introduction of modern materials allows for economies of scale and works that would 
be otherwise difficult to create through traditional methods. Exploration of new 
materials and production methods is not a current adaptation, as this has always been 
explored through trade networks with neighbouring cultures. Today’s use of non-
traditional materials provides a new dimension in context to bridging past and current 
cultural influences.  
This subsection provided a more in-depth review of transitional periods that have 
shaped the way contemporary Torres Strat Islander artists maintain cultural ties to 
their islands.  Artists who have led cultural revival of traditional Island custom reflect 
on these transitional periods through informed knowledge. This is achieved by 
researching the oral and material cultures maintained by Elders, museum artefacts and 
their connection to ancestral spirits. Contemporary Torres Strait Islander artist are 
then able to pass on new recordings of their past cultural customs and traditions along 
with referencing new external influences.    
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Figure 17. Adhaz Parw Ngoedhe Buk (Alick Tipoti, 2008) 
Note: Weathered steel, pearl shell and hardwood, 1730 mm x 790 mm x 590 mm. Source: National 
Gallery Collection. Retrieved 8 September 2016, from https://www.uapcompany.com/studio/adhaz-
parw-ngoedhe-buk. 
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  Cultural rebirth and expansion  
The following subsection introduces a select group of artists who ventured to capture 
and portray culturally important themes through the use of new mediums, styles and 
techniques. It begins with the use of discarded Western consumables to the 
introduction of computer-aided production methods. Prior to this movement, the 
majority of interest was generated around the Eurocentric replication of cultural 
themes and artefacts that fuelled tourist markets. 
Ian J McNiven’s catalogue essay in “The Torres Strait Islands”70  discusses the 
marine culture and history of the Torres Strait Islanders providing insight into the 
adaptability of marine based cultures. Torres Strait Islanders subsisted for thousands 
of years with limited material resources in a marine environment. Skills incorporating 
improvising, adapting and ingenuity needed to survive evolved in line with daily 
practice.  
Many facets of their material culture is represented though the creation of practical 
items used in times of war, hunting, food production and animal effigies. It is these 
same skills and environmental/cultural influences that today’s Torres Strait artists 
recall and employ in the production of their cultural artefacts and contemporary art 
making.    
 
Figure 18. Dangal (dugong), collected on Tudu by Alfred Cort Haddon (1888) 
Note: Oc,89+.184. 22 cm x 9 cm x 11.5 cm. Source: British Museum. Retrieved September 20. 2016 
from 
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http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=470
089&partId=1 
The emergence of new subject matter, mediums and technologies within their work 
will be discussed in the context of expanding and promoting cultural themes through 
exposure to global culture and the use of new materials and technologies. 
 
Figure 19. Custodians of Blossom (Brian Robinson, 2014) 
Note: Mixed media, 300 cm x 300 cm. Source: National Gallery of Australia. Photograph: Jason 
Christopher (2017). 
The ability to absorb change and adjust lifestyles and traditional practices over a 
relatively short period of time while maintaining the essence of their culture is 
reflected in Torres Strait Islanders’ ultimate cultural survival. With the majority of 
Torres Strait Islanders having to work in industries unrelated to the roles and 
objectives of Island life, contemporary art practices now reflect this transition through 
the incorporation of cross-cultural influences and an expansive array of materials and 
production methods.  Exposure and access to technology has facilitated artists to be 
more responsive towards Western influences. The artists documented in this thesis are 
beginning to find ways to tap into an expansive array of cultural influences, materials 
and production methodologies that are more relevant to their future.  
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Figure 20. Detail Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 2013 (Dr. Ken Thaiday Snr & Jason Christopher, 
2013).  
Note: Acrylic, cast aluminium, stainless steel, electronic components, 800 mm x 1,200 mm x 1,200 
mm Photograph: Jason Christopher (2013). 
Limited by the availability of material diversity on the Islands, prior to Western 
engagement, Torres Strait Islanders looked to other regions for materials that were not 
at hand. These were acquired through trade71 and later, in post-colonial times during 
the pearling industry, the discarded objects of mass production such as tin, plastic and 
nylon were implemented into the production of material culture. Exposure to and 
exploration of new materials and technologies on the mainland such as 3D printing, 
CNC machining and laser profiling in more recent times has led artists to go beyond 
manual material manipulation. The current use of digitally controlled manufacturing 
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systems sets works apart from past foreign material implementation and manual 
manipulation.  
In search of better ways to transcribe cultural themes, Nona in the early 90’s was 
introduced to the process of linocut printing while studying at Cairns Technical and 
Further Education (TAFE) by Anna Eglitis.72 Nona saw this as a way of relaying 
important cultural themes in a single narrative. This development revolutionised the 
way in which artists could piece together their past. 
 
Figure 21. Dennis Nona workshop 
Source: Arts d’Australie. Retrieved 10 June  2016 from 
http://www.artsdaustralie.com/artistes/img/dennis/dennis_workshop2.jpg  
Following in Nona’s footsteps, many artists began linocut etchings, this development 
is now recognised as the precursor to the Torres Strait Islander cultural revival and 
lucrative Torres Strait Islander art-market that would soon follow.  Commercial 
success of linocut etchings, guided by Torres Strait Island Elders, spurred an influx of 
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important cultural imagery being produced. This created a visual library of important 
cultural knowledge, securing and preserving many facets of traditional practice within 
the imagery of their work. The new Island narrative and broader approach towards 
cultural representation, assisted in reinforcing the protection of cultural knowledge. 
Artworks act as facilitators in the collation of stories and events, piecing together the 
missing gaps that might otherwise never have been resolved. 
Alongside the production of linocut etchings, other artists such as Tipoti, Robinson 
and Thaiday were stepping outside the parameters of traditional object-making to 
develop their own artistic trajectories. Thaiday began producing artworks as a 
response to his father’s traditional dance influence. Thaiday’s dance headdresses 
evolved beyond their practical use as a dance prop into large-scale complex 
performative works of contemporary art. 
 
Figure 22. Dr Ken Thaiday Snr with Triple Hammerhead Shark Headdress with Water Display 2010 
Photograph Jason Christopher (2014). 
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Arriving on the mainland in search of improved work opportunities, Thaiday found 
himself working in railway construction and Lang Hancock’s mines. Discarded 
consumables became the inspiration for Thaiday in the production of his earliest 
works. Plastic buckets, hose fittings, bits of metal and discarded plywood all provided 
better and more flexible alternatives than the natural materials and fibres endemic to 
Erub, Thaiday’s Island home. 
 
Figure 23. Frigatebird Headdress (Dr. Ken Thaiday Snr, 2014). 
Note: Wood, plastic, acrylic paint, cable ties, corflute, beads, fishing line, 650 mm x 380 mm x 
300 mm. Photograph: Jason Christopher (2014). 
65 
The Thaiday/Christopher co-created works push boundaries on various fronts 
including: tolerance of non-Indigenous collaboration with me, sharing of cross-
cultural information, and my introduction of new technologies. The evolution of his 
practice has led to the co-created production of arguably the most technologically 
advanced works to originate out of the Torres Strait Islands. 
Many of Thaiday’s works have moved beyond the secondary nature of their origins, 
ephemeral accompaniments to dance and performance, their scale and complexity 
have made them inoperable as secondary objects. Instead, Thaiday’s dance machines, 
elaborate headdresses worn during cultural performances and ritual acts become the 
primary object of the performance. This theme is taken further in scale and 
complexity in the Thaiday/Christopher works. 
Tipoti’s works and performances take advantage of lightweight durable materials 
allowing aesthetics and theatrics to be unencumbered through the flexibility and 
practicality offered by synthetic materials. The large masks are produced from a 
variety of materials with the main body made from lightweight fibreglass infused with 
coconut husk. This allows for an ergonomic, free range of movement by the dancer, 
as well as a visually dramatic and appealing aesthetic. 
Tipoti employs current technologies such as laser profiling alongside more traditional 
methods of manual inscription and material manipulation in the development of his 
practice to expand the scale and complexity of his works, while finding alternatives to 
the traditional material sourcing of endangered species such as dugongs and turtles. 
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Figure 24. Alick Tipoti with Dog Mask (Michael Marzik, 2015) 
Source: Cairns Art Gallery. Retrieved 28 November 2015 from 
https://www.cairnsartgallery.com.au/whats-on/exhibitions/zugubal 
Contemporary Torres Strait Islander artists see advantages that artificial materials and 
technologies can provide over traditional materials. The permanence of synthetics 
over natural products such as feathers means works will be long-lived and continue to 
promote their culture over extended periods of time. Much of the material culture 
produced before Western engagement was ephemeral, discarded after performing its 
function. In today’s lucrative art markets, material culture extends to perform other 
functions such as revenue source and cultural preservation and promotion, where 
permanence is key. 
Access, usability and the connective qualities of artificial materials also expand 
artists’ creative possibilities. Lightweight materials that are strong and durable allow 
the scale of works to be grander and increasingly complex. The Thaiday/Christopher 
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works use a variety of technologies and synthetic materials amongst cultural 
narratives that allow the aesthetics and conceptual content to operate functions across 
diverse platforms including performance, cultural promotion, environment and 
contemporary arts.  
The Thaiday/Christopher works are also useful in drawing international attention 
towards universal environmental concerns through their subject matter; In particular 
Beizam, connected to Thaiday’s Totem the hammer head shark which resonates with 
the plight of the endangered Great Hammerhead Shark as well as other collaborations 
that reference the Torres Strait Islands which are susceptible to global warming and 
rising sea levels.  
The Ghost Net73 artwork project is firmly rooted in global environmental commentary 
Indigenous/non-indigenous artist collaborate to create unique works of art that are 
powerful reminders of the devastating effects caused by lost and discarded fishing 
nets in local and international waters. These works are generally collaborative 
initiatives between artists who come together to collect discarded nets from coastal 
beaches. They are transformed into intricately weaved sea animals and depictions of 
coral reefs and seascapes. Torres Strait Islanders teach non-Indigenous artists 
traditional weaving techniques and, in reciprocation, are taught Western weaving 
techniques. Together, the artists create sculptural marine depictions that are 
representative of marine ecosystems surrounding Australia’s coast line. A substantial 
portion of Torres Strait Islanders material culture is characterised by traditionally 
woven objects. In the spirit of cultural engagement, the use of traditional weaving 
methods combined with synthetic materials and cross-cultural engagement reinforces 
the success of the collaboration. 
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Figure 25. Cairns Indigenous Art Fair (Géraldine Le Roux, 2014) 
Source: Anthrovision. Retrieved 28 November 2015 from https://www.cairnsartgallery.com.au/whats-
on/exhibitions/zugubal 
The development of new cultural narrative through the acceptance and integration of 
external influences such as material choice, external cultural referencing and new 
belief systems has led to cross-cultural participation and the issue of authenticity. The 
inclusion of non-traditional materials and non-indigenous collaborators impacts 
cultural integrity. Torres Strait Islanders have a documented history of being open to 
and inclusive of external influences within the fabric of their cultural development as 
evidenced in the acceptance and integration of new beliefs, styles of dance/song and 
changes to production of material culture. Torres Strait artists navigate concerns of 
cultural authenticity by adapting to changes that best suit their needs and requirements 
moving forward in the 21st century. Cross-cultural Collaboration and new cultural 
narratives reflect this trait. 
Authenticity is solely in the hands of Torres Strait Islanders, their choice of materials 
and outsider participation is their decision to make. For the main group of prominent 
Torres Strait artists, if protocols are followed, their culture is as receptive to 
inclusionary participation as it has been in the past.  
With one eye on the rear-vision mirror of cultural protocol, the other on the path 
ahead, each new series of work has signalled a new direction, a subtle, or sometimes 
audacious break from ‘how’ things were done in the past. Conceptually, his 
69 
breakthrough has been to redirect ‘what’ has been communicated between Torres 
Strait Islander peoples for many centuries to include people not of TSI background, in 
the present, and deliver it via means that still resonate with practices rooted in the 
region.74 
Wright reflects on key elements that provide Torres Strait Islanders the ability to keep 
their culture at pace with imposed change and cultural transition. This is evident in the 
variety and styles of prominent works being produced across various artistic 
platforms, in many cases involving input from outsiders such as the large civic works 
by Robinson and collaborative initiatives between master printmakers and artists such 
as Tipoti and Nona. These same works are being referenced to reconnect Torres Strait 
Islanders with their ancestral past and promote the essence of their culture.  
 
It is Nona’s art that now plays an ongoing role in both the reclamation and retelling of 
information critical for cultural maintenance and development 75 
Narrative works by prominent Torres Strait Islander artists are usually guided and 
informed through the process of gaining permission from Elders and owners of the 
subject the artist wishes to express or by direct contact with the spirits of their 
ancestors, the Zugubal. 
Nona has also set about creating a unique process, fashioned from a set of protocols 
developed via consultation, to preserve the integrity of intellectual property he works 
with. Often this ‘source material’ is on loan, or used under license of others, with 
permission and conditions.’76 
The exhibition catalogue, Dennis Nona and Alick Tipoti: Legends through Patterns 
from the Past 77 also describes Tipoti’s guidance by and connection to the Zugubal. 
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He has been given the traditional name of ZUGUB which enables him to relate to the 
spirits of his ancestors, the ZUGUBAL. This provides him the insight and ability to 
translate the words of these ancestors into the beautifully delicate and complex 
imagery of his linocuts.78 
When recreating historical events or stories permission is usually granted by the 
owner of that particular information after ensuring the story content narrated by the 
artists is correct. Torres Strait Islander custom and law ensures accuracy through the 
process of cross reference and revision. Protocols relating to the depiction and 
portrayal of Torres Strait Islander material and oral culture is governed by strict rules 
handed out and enforced by Elders.79 This maintains cultural authenticity and ensures 
that culturally sensitive material remains unexposed to outsiders. 
In an essay written for the catalogue The Torres Strait Islands Sydney solicitor Terri 
Janke, who was commissioned to write Indigenous protocols for the Australia council 
aimed at encouraging indigenous artists to follow guidelines within the framework 
and principals that respect indigenous culture. Janke describes several protocols 
indigenous artists across various creative fields channel there their work through.80  
Negotiating cultural protocol in undertaking the Thaiday/Christopher collaborations is 
discussed in chapter 3. 
The use of non-traditional materials and outsider involvement in contemporary Torres 
Strait Islander art practice has required the renegotiation of cultural protocols. This is 
a result of making Torres Strait Islander ancestral narratives publicly accessible 
through the exhibiting of culturally inspired artworks. This has become a necessary 
stage in the process of preserving cultural knowledge with many Elders requesting 
their stories be recorded through the works of Tipoti, Nona and other Torres Strait 
artists. 
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In a catalogue essay for Sesserae The work of Denis Nona, Wright referring to Nona 
explains the following 
In recent years his standing has been recognised in his own community by senior 
members who have asked that their ancestral narratives be recorded in his prints.81   
With financial interests at stake and the pressure to maintain accurate ancestral 
knowledge, ownership and secrecy of stories are still relevant, as is representation. 
Today, this constitutes the source of much debate and is why permission and careful 
consideration from the artists is required before artists relay the stories. 82  
Prior to Alfred Court Haddon’s expedition to the Torres Strait Islands there are no 
written historical records available for Torres Strait Islander artists to reference, 
historical records were passed down through the production of material culture, hand 
crafted objects, song and dance language and living memories.  
The systematic destruction of Torres Strait Islander material culture during Western 
engagement is described by Adrian Newstead in his catalogue essay The Genesis and 
Development of Torres Strait Print Making in the Western Islands 
The collecting impulses amongst anthropologists, missionaries and museums was 
zealous and continued unabated until very little material culture remained.83   
Artists like Nona and Tipoti investigate museum collections and are guided by 
ancestral spirits and the living memories of Elders. This is the way in which artists 
like Nona and Tipoti piece together ancestral family lineages and retrieve valuable 
information to formulate narratives.84 
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….research into related ancestral stories,……plays an ongoing role in both the  
reclamation and retelling of information critical for regional cultural survival…85 
Investigative research by Torres Strait Islander artists plays an integral role in 
negotiating ownership and authenticity debates, as this research provides lost 
information necessary for the cohesion of cultural themes. Piecing together what 
remains of Torres Strait Islander culture through the last remaining threads of living 
memories and cultural artefacts is challenging. Inspired by the first few artists of the 
Mualgu Minaral Collective who ventured to portray cultural themes by stepping 
outside of traditional practice, the mantle is now taken up by many, requiring the 
collective effort of the community to correlate information. Slowly the gap between 
these threads of information is closing, providing the cohesion required to recapture 
material and oral cultures of the Torres Strait Islands. 
Contemporary Torres Strait Islander artists’ have transformed cultural narrative. This 
allows cultural themes to step outside cultural conventions, expanding artists’ ability 
to include recent cultural shifts that are now ingrained in the fabric of Torres Strait 
Islander culture. Contemporary Torres Strait artworks break free from past 
stereotypical Indigenous art models and conventions. With a history steeped in cross-
cultural engagement, creation of works integrating important cultural themes with 
outsider influences is not new to Torres Strait Islanders, although it is relatively new 
to mainstream Western perceptions of Indigenous art.  
Art dealers who control tightly held Indigenous markets also must adapt to a new 
form of cultural representation. Marketing new works will require rethinking past 
strategies in order to accommodate and represent new influences being applied to 
indigenous art. As artists continue to push boundaries, preconceptions of what 
constitutes Indigenous art will need to change to keep pace with these artists. 
Through my cross-cultural collaborative experience with Thaiday and research, it is 
apparent that institutions, art dealers and alike have found it difficult to understand, 
place or recognise non-Indigenous–Indigenous co-creation. This is explored and 
evidenced in chapter 3. It has been my lived experience and view that, this does not 
extend to non-Indigenous collaboration in which the collaborator is a fabricator or 
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technician. The Thaiday/Christopher collaborative works have been described by 
Justin Bishop Director of Kick Arts as setting a benchmark for a new category86 yet to 
be understood or recognised. There are many possible reasons for this that will be 
discussed throughout the paper. No other examples of sustained cross-cultural co-
creation exist within the contemporary Torres Strait Islander art movement that can be 
accurately compared to the Thaiday/Christopher collaborations. 
The Thaiday-Christopher collaboration is pretty much one of a kind at this point in 
time. 87 
Acknowledging the Thaiday/Christopher collaborations on equal terms presented an 
issue for institutions relating to the concept of non-indigenous-indigenous co-creation. 
The Thaiday/Christopher works cannot be separated or credited to one artist over the 
other. Interpretation of the work can also not deny one artist’s creative input or 
presence over the other. Indigenous merits of the work are matched by non-
Indigenous merits. In the realm of Indigenous arts, these concepts are not always 
compatible with current ideologies held by some institutions. There are clear issues in 
need of clarification and correct representation when the term co-created is used to 
describe our work together. This is at odds with the Thaiday/Christopher collaborative 
ethos and a history of inclusionary acceptance of external influence.  
It is difficult to categorise Indigenous artists like Thaiday. His life and art are 
inextricably connected to the Torres Strait Islands; however, his work is not 
constrained by the parameters of Indigenous art. Thaiday can move in and out of both 
worlds through his work, as do many contemporary Indigenous artists. Pigeonholing 
artists like Thaiday make it easy for institutions and dealers to categorise his work. It 
also helps preserve broad perceptions of Indigenous art. The Indigenous art market is 
a tightly held multimillion-dollar enterprise. As Indigenous artists expand subject 
matter and explore artistic opportunities across multiple platforms, it will be hard to 
constrain these artists within Indigenous genres. 
Artists at the forefront of cultural revival recognise the need to entice younger 
generations into the practice of learning and recording their history. Contemporary 
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mediums and themes that hold the most relevance to them are more likely to attract 
their interest. The use of technologies incorporating new and exciting materials, 
audio-visual and performative works serve to promote and entice younger audiences. 
The laser etched skateboard decks Nona and Tipoti produced through a third-party 
initiative reveal the forward-thinking approach artists take towards the production of 
their work (see Figure 26). By tapping into pop culture, the artists recognised 
skateboard decks could attract great appeal and better serve to positively influence 
interest from the younger community. 
   
Figure 26. (L): Baiwaw Garka (Skateboard) (Alick Tipoti, 2008) and (R) Lagan Wakkimthimin—Spirit 
of the Catch (Skateboard) (Dennis Nona 2008) 
Note: Laser cut skateboard deck, 800 mm x 200 mm x 25 mm. Source: Australian Art Network. 
Retrieved 15 November 2015 from http://australianartnetwork.com.au/shop/artwork/sculpture/baiwaw-
garka-skateboard/ and http://www.aboriginalartprints.com.au/sculpture_enlargement.php?work_id=643 
This subsection provides the entry point and juncture between the trajectory of the 
contemporary Torres Strait Islander movement, and my involvement and introduction 
of new ideas and technologies through the Thaiday/Christopher collaborations.  
As more Torres Strait Islander artists expand their cultural reach, taking advantage of 
external influences through the exploration of new materials, production methods and 
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cross-cultural themes Torres Strait Islander contemporary art will require 
renegotiating and redefining what constitutes cultural authenticity. 
Torres Strait Islander artists continue their artistic trajectory with a more global focus 
rather than a local focus now their concern. Breaking away from the stereotypical 
Indigenous art model has encouraged interest from international markets. 
International markets are expanding, further promoting and preserving Indigenous 
culture on a global scale. 
 Emerging International Markets 
This subsection reflects on the success of the Torres Strait Islander contemporary art 
movement which gained prominence around the same time Mainland Aboriginal art 
markets fell into decline. I briefly discuss the origins of the market, identifying those 
responsible for providing international opportunities and introduce Thaiday and my 
opportunity to exhibit our work abroad. 
Since the exhibition Gelam Nguzu Kazi Dugong My Son  toured internationally from 
2007 - 2009 interest from international art markets has grown, fuelling production of 
contemporary art and encouraging Torres Strait Islander artists to promote their 
culture globally.  
As Torres Strait Islanders dreamt of becoming professional artists, their work has 
moved into the contemporary realm with its art galleries, global art production and 
consumption of portable objects.88 McLean (2011) 
Torres Strait islander works now have an effect on Australia’s cultural image among 
global art markets. International success must acknowledge mainland Aboriginal 
artists whose work boomed in international sales, peaking around 2006 before falling 
into steep decline after 2008. The decline of sales may have been a result of the global 
financial crisis or other contributing factors including market saturation. In an 
article 89written by Nicolas Rothwell for The Australian, Rothwell points to a lack of 
                                                     
88 McLean, ‘The Power of Young Men’, 75 
89 Nicolas Rothwell, ‘Aboriginal art in decline as critics and judges hold back’, The Australian, 10 May 
2016, https://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/review/aboriginal-art-in-decline-as-critics-and-judges-
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76 
critique singling out the good from the bad. The saturation of works emanating from 
across Australia had no way of being judged against one another and this led to the 
devaluation of work. With the lack of knowledge surrounding works and no definitive 
guide to its value, Indigenous art also suffered from political sensitivities that 
inhibited honest appraisal. This may also be due to agents, galleries and institutions 
who were reliant on government funding being hesitant to criticise works. Rothwell 
points out:  
The failure of critical endeavour here is intellectual and moral, for denying serious 
appraisal on racial grounds, because of an artwork’s Aboriginality, is the most 
patronising condescension of all. 
One besetting problem of the Aboriginal art scene was already very much in 
evidence, though, and its long-term consequences were entirely predictable. This was 
the silence of the critics—the near-total absence of any meaningful or clear-eyed 
assessment of Indigenous art making; the reluctance of specialists and enthusiasts to 
provide an index of quality, to judge or assess the outpouring of works from all across 
Indigenous Australia or construct a solid framework against which an artist’s 
adherence to tradition or their originality and particular brilliance might be gauged.90 
Rothwell (2015) 
According to Rothwell, the problem stems from the fact that there has never been a 
systematic, honest appraisal of Aboriginal art since its commercial origins. Perhaps 
Aboriginal artists did not hold an appraisal system themselves or artwork was 
generating money regardless of its worth. 
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Figure 27. Haptic Painting (Explorer: The Inland Sea) (Gordon Bennett, 1993) 
Note: Polymer paint, 177 cm x 265 cm. Source: Retrieved 15 November 2014 from 
https://news.aboriginalartdirectory.com/2012/05/cuttingedge-aboriginal-art-at-bonhams-australia-may-
29-contemporary-art-sale.php 
Kershaw presents another argument that connects market decline to an oversupply of 
Aboriginal artworks: government legislation for superannuation funds causing many 
collectors to sell off their artworks at the same time.91 Tightly held Indigenous 
markets have been controlled by relatively few agents and galleries across Australia. 
Australian Art Print Network (APN) was acting agent for Thaiday, Nona and Tipoti 
when my research began into contemporary Torres Strait Islander works. APN and 
Stéphane Jacob, Director of Arts d'Australie92 (a main point of contact for 
international markets in Europe), were largely responsible for providing an 
international platform for artists. However, resources, funding and opportunities have 
always been lacking and hampered efforts and the ability of artists and agents to fully 
reach their potential. 
All four artists Thaiday, Robinson, Nona and Tipoti have works in several 
international institutions, private collections and most national institutions. In 2016 
                                                     
91 Michael Kershaw, Response to Techno-Inspired Art Practice, 2018, Question 7. See Appendix B. 
92 ‘Arts d’Australie’, Arts d’Australie, last updated 2018, www.artsdaustralie.com/en/index.php. 
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the international Indigenous art showing TABA NABA Australia, Oceania, Arts of the 
Sea People93 exhibition, commissioned for the Oceanographic Museum of Monaco, 
showcased most of the major artists with over 410,000 people viewing the exhibition 
(see Figure 28). Based on these numbers, there is considerable interest for Indigenous 
art in international markets. 
 
Figure 28. Exhibition Poster TABA NABA 
Source: Oceanographic Museum of Monaco (2016). Retrieved 30 November 2016 from 
https://www.oceano.mc/fr/expositions/nos-precedentes-expositions/taba-naba-australie-oceanie-arts-
des-peuples-de-la-mer 
Overall, interest from international markets is strong, especially towards Island 
cultures. With predictions of rising sea levels due to global warming, we may see the 
disappearance of some low-lying Islands within the region and elsewhere. This 
concerns all nations and inevitably will bring Island cultures into the spotlight. This is 
another reason that Island cultures must pursue international markets. Promoting their 
culture internationally provides the world a sense of what we risk losing. Artists are 
keenly aware of this and are continuing to evolve and adapt their most recent artistic 
practices ensuring their presence among global events. 
                                                     
93 ‘Exhibitions’, Oceanographic Museum of Monaco, last updated 2018, 
www.oceano.mc/fr/expositions/nos-precedentes-expositions/taba-naba-australie-oceanie-arts-des-
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This sub–section has introduced the strength of international interest and highlighted 
how this success has strengthened cultural preservation and provided Torres Strait 
Islanders with a global audience from which to promote their culture. Emerging 
international art markets has provided a platform from which to advertise Australia’s 
cultural worth and emphasised the need to preserve environments such as the Torres 
Strait islands 
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Chapter 2. Contemporary Torres Strait Islander Art 
Movement 
 Artists at the Forefront 
This chapter identifies a group of artists who were at the forefront of a contemporary 
Torres Strait Islander art movement originating out of Cairns in the early 1990s. 
Through a brief discussion of their practices it will demonstrate an ability to 
invigorate their culture by successfully implementing change to traditional Islander 
custom through the incorporation of new ideas, technologies and production 
methodologies. 
Many talented influential artists and Torres Strait Island leaders have contributed to 
the post-cultural revival that has developed over the past 25 years. This thesis limits 
my discussion on a select group of artists: Nona, Tipoti, Robinson and Thaiday. These 
artists are some of the most prominent ground-breaking artists of recent time who 
embrace new technologies and media in combination with more traditional forms of 
art production. 
The artists chosen represent a small portion of Torres Strait Islanders who have aided 
the ascendancy of this movement. The artists featured in this paper were selected 
based on requirements best suited to the research topic and through my own personal 
appraisal.  
Commercial and social success supports artists’ endeavours to instigate cultural 
reconciliation through revision of cultural practices to fit within paradigms of the 21st 
century. The artists alone are not entirely due credit. There are many background 
contributors to consider including Elders and Island leaders whose knowledge and 
guidance are of utmost importance. In addition, there are the Indigenous and non-
Indigenous collaborators (technical and artistic) who guided and aided artists in their 
pursuit of new technologies and creative presentation, as well as the artists’ agents 
and institutions that have promoted their works locally and internationally. 
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Further, there is the prior success of the mainland Aboriginal art movement that 
brought Australian Indigenous cultures to the forefront of international art markets 
and a host of periphery artists not covered that have made considerable contributions. 
The artists vary in their approach and response to contemporary and past cultural 
themes. Their work has affected a significant cultural revival, providing Torres Strait 
Islanders an opportunity to share in the commercial and cultural success of their work. 
The four artists have featured in institutions and private collections locally and abroad 
and actively engage in art market discussion influencing the broader context of 
contemporary art making and cultural affairs. For Australia, they represent leading 
contemporary artists of our time. They are equipped with ancestral knowledge, 
academic training and skill sets that allow the full extent of creativeness to be 
realised. 
Nona, Tipoti, Robinson and Thaiday set the tone for breaking with tradition by 
exploring new creative art fields, pushing the boundaries of Torres Strait Island 
custom and contemporary art.  
Nona incorporates new technologies and materials in the production of his work94, 
stepping outside the traditional modes of representation he pioneered to reformat 
detailed events and stories from his ancestral past. Although Nona still maintains his 
methodical painstakingly produced physical carvings, his materials have evolved 
along with the methods of representation. 
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Figure 29 . Dennis Nona with his winning artwork Zug Zug 
Source: ABC News (2014). Retrieved 9 November 2015 from http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-02-
10/dennis-nona-with-his-winning-work/5250100 
His inventive practice is largely responsible for the Island narrative style or ‘Minaral 
Style’95 many artists have adopted. Nona’s shift towards the reformatting of cultural 
themes and more technologically infused modes of representation began in the 1980s 
while he was studying printmaking at Cairns TAFE under the guidance of Eglitis. 
Nona transitioned away from the constraints of cultural conventions to produce works 
that are commercially successful and recognised as important artefacts for the 
continuation and preservation of his culture. 
Nona uses styles of composition more often associated with mainland Aboriginal 
artists such as multiple imagery to depict a series of events rather than singular 
imagery as with past Torres Strait Islanders’ work. In his work, Nona enables Elders 
within his community to pass on through narration stories, historical events and 
traditional ancestral knowledge. 
Nona is widely credited as the most talented of the Torres Strait Islander 
contemporary artists. His innovative Island narrative style explores many uncharted 
areas, inspiring a whole generation of artists. His work is internationally acclaimed 
                                                     
95 Theo Tremblay, ‘Tracking Linocerous’ in Ailan Currents Contemporary Printmaking from the 
Torres Strait, ed. Russell Milledge (Cairns: KickArts Contemporary Arts Ltd, 2007), 76–7. 
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and resides in national and international collections. The importance of Nona’s works, 
translating traditional stories onto modern lino etchings is described by the AAN in its 
‘Dennis Nona Artist Profile’.96  
Today they are central to a cultural revival and Elders now refer to them to help them 
to relate ancient stories to others.97 
In their latest international showing Taba Naba – Australia, Oceania, Arts by Peoples 
of the Sea 2016, Tipoti and Thaiday exhibited two of the largest artworks of their type 
to originate out of the Torres Strait Islands.  
Tipoti was included in the 2012 Sydney Biennale98 and his work is distributed and 
collected nationally and internationally. The successful use of technologies, new 
materials and production methods such as laser etching, laser cut steel and fibreglass 
(an alternative to turtle shell) takes advantage of new materials and production 
methods that are now available to him.  
Inherent issues around the sustaining use of traditional materials such as turtle shell 
and dugong bone create pressure to look for alternatives. Tipoti’s ability to embrace 
new materials and technologies in producing culturally significant work enables him 
to expand and evolve traditions of his people. 
Tipoti’s use of language and spiritual guidance is underlined by meticulous 
investigative research, allowing him to accurately portray historical events through a 
variety of mediums and performative displays. Tipoti’s use of spiritual guidance and 
language allows him to present work through the guidance of his forbearers. 
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https://australianartnetwork.com.au/category/indigenous-artists/dennis-nona/. 
97 Ibid 
98 ‘Education Kit Artist Package: Alick Tipoti’, in Biennale of Sydney, last updated 2012, 
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Figure 30. A Certain Harvest (Alick Tipoti). Crocodile mask 
Source: Creative Cowboy Films (2018). Retrieved 28 July 2014, from 
http://www.creativecowboyfilms.com/blog_posts/a-certain-harvest 
The detailed representation of Island custom is especially important to preserving 
traditional knowledge. The information contained in his work maintains connections 
to Island life and fosters a sense of identity. This is essential to Tipoti’s emphasis on 
the continuation of traditional practice. Tipoti’s use of language, dance and 
cosmology combine to encapsulate the origins of Torres Strait Islander culture.   
Tipoti would like a return to Bipotaim, according to Bishop the traditional practices 
before Western influence, using language and traditional practice. Tipoti’s recent 
move back to Badu Island and pursuit of cultural identity provides another interesting 
development.  
that’s understandable for a guy like Alick, because from his perspective, from what it 
is that he is trying to achieve, he would like to see a return to the idea of cultural 
practice before the coming of the light99  
How Tipoti reconciles his artistic style, commercial art practice and production 
methodologies employed in the past with his current creative direction, to revert back 
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to traditional ways, will provide another facet to his work. Tipoti’s use of current 
technologies and synthetics if discontinued will further his efforts in restoring 
traditional practices back to a time before Western influence. 
In contrast to Tipoti, Robinson goes out of his way to blur the lines between Western 
engagement and traditional practice. His work fuses together images from Western 
archives such as science fiction, modern monsters, superheroes and Greek mythology, 
on a backdrop of representational imagery that depicts traditional myths and legends 
from the Torres Strait Islands.100 His work is a mixture of Western mythologies, 
coupled with traditional storytelling—a result of his mixed heritage growing up in the 
Torres Strait Islands and Cairns. 
Conversation was generated around Robinson’s 2012 exhibition, men + GODS at the 
KickArts Gallery in Cairns, a showing of works from his yearlong residency at 
Djumbunji Press. Robinson’s lending of traditional spiritual practices with other 
ancient cultural belief systems led some Elders to question his body of works. I will 
discuss this debate and how it may affect interest in cross-cultural modes of work 
being produced. 
Robinson has taken part in various contemporary artistic arenas: writing, curating and 
exhibiting. He has an innate ability to conceptually articulate a range of sensory, 
visual and cultural influences through his work in combination with extraordinary 
illustrative abilities. This has resulted in the creation of a body of work that responds 
coherently to transitional periods shaping modern-day Torres Strait Islanders in a way 
that is unique and unmatched by other artists. Perhaps the most explorative artist 
researched, Robinson is also potentially the most well equipped to promote his culture 
to global audiences into the future.  
A review of Robinson’s practice will provide insight into the cross-cultural 
deployment of traditional and non-traditional influences through a uniquely styled 
aesthetic that sets his work apart from other contemporary Torres Strait Islander 
artists.  
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2012). 
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Figure 31. Tarnanthi (Brian Robinson, 2015) 
Source: Retrieved 25 February 2016 from http://2015.tarnanthi.com.au/artists/index.html 
Thaiday’s practice, beginning over 30 years ago with a transition from dance-related 
headdresses to stand alone sculptural works, has influenced  many of the artists 
currently leading the production of contemporary works, including Nona, Tipoti and 
Robinson. 
 
Figure 32. Dr Ken Thaiday Snr with Hammerhead Shark with Clamshell 
Source: Photograph Jason Christopher (2013). 
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Thaiday’s work has followed an artistic trajectory, encoded with cultural knowledge 
that is preserved for and promoted by the next generation. His practice developed in 
line with work opportunities presented on the mainland, exposing Thaiday to new 
mediums and technologies. His father, Tat Thaiday (a major figurehead in Erub’s 
recent history), inspired Thaiday to continue cultural traditions on the mainland. 
Thaiday is the eldest of the group having lived through many transitional periods and 
remains one of few Elders possessing vast lived experience of cultural change.101 
His people look to Thaiday’s work for inspiration when their community deals with 
imposed changes. The AAN website’s Artist Profile of Thaiday reflects this 
approach 102 
Incorporation of new technologies and expansive themes has evolved over the span of 
Thaiday’s artistic practice, culminating in the co-created production of Clam Shell 
with Hammerhead Shark 2013. This work has since preceded two more cross-cultural 
co-creations pushing contemporary, conceptual, technological and cultural 
boundaries.  
Thaiday’s practice is discussed under the artist’s heading and collaborative works in 
Chapter 3. Thaiday/Christopher collaborative works include: Clamshell with 
Hammerhead Shark 2013 (Clamshell 2013) commissioned by the Cairns Regional 
Gallery, Torres Strait and Erub Eastern Island Headdress 2016/Large Dari–Erub 
Eastern Island Headdress and Small Dari– Torres Strait Island Headdress with 
Shooting Star (Dari works) commissioned for TABA NABA exhibition, Australia 
Defending the Oceans commissioned for the Oceanographic Museum of Monaco, 
Beizam Triple Hammer Head Shark 2016 developed and created for the 20th 
Biennale of Sydney and exhibited at the NSW Art Gallery of Sydney. 
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The following subsections will discuss the artists at the forefront of ground-breaking 
contemporary works of art that serve to advertise Australia’s artistic value 
internationally while preserving and promoting their culture.  
 Torres Strait Contemporary Artists 
2.2.1. Dennis Nona—The Urban Artists 
Nona is arguably the most influential and talented artist of this select group, whose 
demise among government institutions and private galleries left a gaping hole in the 
history of events showcasing contemporary Torres Strait Islander art. 
He was taught wood carving at his home on Badu Island. These skills would later 
enable him to create some of Australia’s greatest contemporary artworks to emanate 
from our shores. Nona achieved local and international acclaim, providing the 
impetus for a cultural revival that has strengthened and grown since the emergence of 
his work. 
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Figure 33. Dennis Nona (Paul Prescott, 2011) 
Source: Bonjour Paris. Retrieved 15 July 2016 from https://bonjourparis.com/archives/magic-and-lore-
artist-dennis-nona/ 
Nona’s work has been extensively exhibited in Australia and overseas and he was the 
recipient of many major awards including the prestigious Telstra award. 
 
Figure 34. Dennis Nona working on Ubirikubiri of the Awailau Kasa 
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Note: mixed media casting pattern Source: Arts d’Australie (2007). Retrieved 13 March  2016 from 
http://www.artsdaustralie.com/artistes/img/dennis/ubiri-atelier.jpg  
The Island narrative style Nona pioneered was borrowed from mainland Aboriginal 
artists. Nona provided a new means of documenting oral histories and material culture 
fast becoming lost to Western influence and population dissipation throughout the 
mainland and elsewhere. 
 
Figure 35. Yawarr (Dennis Nona, 2007) 
Note: Linocut printed with black ink from one block, 120 cm x 600 cm. Source: Cairns Art Gallery. 
Retrieved 29 April 2016 from https://www.cairnsartgallery.com.au/collections/yawarr 
His subsequent demise due to a criminal act103 saw him incarcerated, ending his 
dominance of the Torres Strait Island contemporary art movement. His dismissal is 
discussed by Sasha Grishin, Adjunct Professor of Art History, Australian National 
University in his article ‘We’ve scrubbed Dennis Nona’s art from our galleries to our 
cost’.104 
It was Nona who I would have had my first collaborative opportunity with, after I 
contacted Kershaw at AAN and outlined my interests in working with contemporary 
Torres Strait Islander artists. What level of artistic interaction may have developed is 
unknown as our first opportunity was prevented from going ahead due to Nona’s 
incarceration. Before my introduction to Thaiday, it was Nona and Tipoti whose 
                                                     
103 Elizabeth Byrne, ‘Indigenous Artist Dennis Nona Sentenced to Five Years Jail After Getting 12yo 
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narrative work was first presented to me. My first interaction with Nona’s work 
involved the sculpture Gaigai Pakail—Tails of the trevally. 
  
Figure 36. Danagi Waaru—Blind Turtle (Dennis Nona, 2007) 
Note: Cast bronze, 650 mm x 1,520 mm x 250 mm. Source: Australian Art Network. Retrieved 10 July 
2016 from http://australianartnetwork.com.au/shop/artwork/sculpture/gaigai-pakail-tails-of-the-
trevally/ 
The work had been returned damaged from an exhibition in Europe and needed 
repair. The fins of the Long Tom had been cracked where they connected to the body. 
It was a difficult repair as inscribing needed to be reinstated once the fins were re-
welded and Kershaw found it difficult to find someone to take the job. I volunteered 
to repair the sculpture as a favour, as it was a work I was particularly fond of and 
Kershaw had assisted in connecting me with artists for the benefit of my research. 
  
Figure 37. Repairing Danagi Waaru—Blind Turtle 
Source: Photograph Jason Christopher (2013). 
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News was received of Nona’s incarceration around the same time as the repair. We 
were already in the midst of developing work for a possible private commission 
orchestrated by Kershaw. The work consisted of a collaboration between Wojciech 
Wawrzyniak, Nona and myself seen here superimposed on the client’s wall. 
 
Figure 38. Superimposed proposal for Nona (Jason Christopher/Wojciech Wawrzyniak, 2013).  
Render 
At this point, collaborative interests were more orientated towards introducing artists 
to new technologies and associated business interests between the four of us. I may 
not have gone down the co-creative collaborative path with Thaiday and research had 
my first opportunities with Nona eventuated. Nona and Tipoti trod very similar paths 
in developing their practice. Their competitiveness inspired larger more complex 
works elevating them to greater heights through achievements of their work. 
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Figure 39. Dennis Nona workshop 
Source: Arts d’Australie. Retrieved 13 March  2016 from 
http://www.artsdaustralie.com/artistes/img/dennis/dennis_workshop.jpg 
Both artists contributed considerably towards the resurrection of stories, traditional 
practices and ancestral lineages used to help establish and determine ownership rights 
over land and sea, custom and law and an accurate account of their history. Nona 
holds the rights to many themes appearing in his work and sought guidance from 
ancestral spirits and the collective living memories of Elders who helped Nona 
accurately record Island narratives, ensuring chronologies and events portrayed 
through his imagery were authenticated. His ancestors’ world was filled with 
adventure, heroes, sorcerers, witches and fabled tales of supernatural events that 
formed the basis for myths and legends of the Torres Strait Islands. It was a world of 
extreme perils—the ever-present threat of warring headhunting parties, 
cannibalism,105 sorcery and environmental dangers such as weather and predatory 
animals provided Nona a rich tapestry of subject matter to explore. 
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Figure 40. Umai Ar Dhangalau Kuik (Dennis Nona, 2005).  
Etching ed. 45 cm x 48 cm x 91 cm Source: Cooee Art Gallery. Retrieved 15 May  2016 from 
http://www.cooeeart.com.au/gallery/artworks/2886/ 
Nona is widely regarded as having been responsible for the direction in which today’s 
Torres Strait Islander artists have taken their works.. His narrative style was inspired 
and mentored by Eglitis and aided by Tremblay,106 and others such as Basil Hall, 
David Jones, Jack Rybinski, the Urban Art Projects and the AAN. His works have 
been fostered to allow Nona to express the richness, depth and diversity of his culture. 
The reach and influence of the work by Nona and others have been aided by the 
efforts of Michael and Di Kershaw, his acting agent and directors of AAN (see Figure 
41). Through partners and government agency affiliations, they provided exposure to 
international audiences. Nona first exhibited internationally in 2001, with his work 
touring the United Kingdom and Canada. 
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Figure 41. Mick and Di Kershaw (Tenplay, 2018) 
Source: Gogglebox Australia Tenplay. Retrieved 30 November  2017 from 
https://tenplay.com.au/channel-ten/gogglebox/families/mick-and-di 
From the stable of successful artists passing through the Tropical North Queensland 
Institute (TNQI) of TAFE, it was Nona’s Island narrative styled print works that stood 
out and first gained global attention. This was achieved through a series of 
international shows that helped promote his culture to the world. In 2009, when Nona 
and Tipoti’s exhibition Legends Through Patterns from The Past Gaigai Ika 
Woeybadh Yatharewmka opened at the Robert Steele Gallery in New York there were 
well over 500,000 Nona prints in circulation with 400,000 prints already sold.107 
Nona soon extended his artistic repertoire to include sculpture. In 2009, he was 
awarded the 24th Telstra National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art Award 
for his work Ubirikubiri. 
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Australian Art Print Network. 
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Figure 42. Ubirikubiri of the Awailau Kasa (Dennis Nona, 2009) 
Note: Cast bronze and pearl shell, 1,220 mm x 1,440 mm x 3,650 mm. Source: Australian Art 
Network. Retrieved 10 July 2016 from 
http://australianartnetwork.com.au/shop/artwork/sculpture/ubirikubiri-of-the-awailau-kasa-overall-
winner-at-the-24th-telstra-indigenous-art-award/ 
Nona was fast becoming one of Australia’s most collected artists. His pioneering 
experimentation with printing techniques kept his practice at the frontline of 
contemporary arts. Nona was the artist inspiring the rest to follow. His pioneering 
advancements in collaboration with mentors have continued to inspire artists in the 
production of their works. Nona was also committed towards education and 
mentoring the next generation who would continue in his path. Artists like Nona, 
Tipoti and Thaiday have opened their culture to the world, sharing, informing and to 
secure its longevity. 
The volume of work produced by Nona and others may have come just in time. The 
ability to pass on oral histories was becoming increasingly impaired by the 
distribution of Torres Strait Islanders across Australia. Histories were also being lost 
to ageing Elders who had lived through many transitional periods and were the last 
custodians of these memories. Of late, Robinson has come to the foreground of this 
contemporary art movement through the production of prints and sculptural works 
that explore previously uncharted areas. 
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Figure 43. Gubuka (Stingrays) (Dennis Nona, 2008) 
Note: Bronze, aluminium and pearl shell, 1m060 mm x 880 mm x 820 mm. Source: UAP. Retrieved 25 
September 2016 from https://www.uapcompany.com/studio/gubuka 
2.2.2. Alick Tipoti—Cosmological readings, language and ancestral knowledge 
Tipoti’s practice is instrumental in accurately reclaiming the material and oral culture 
of his forbearers. Tipoti undertook comprehensive research into the Haddon 
collection108, language, cosmology and traditional practice of his ancestors. Ancestral 
lineages were traced, providing evidence that was useful in determining ownership 
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rights and closing missing gaps necessary in reforming a culture almost lost to the 
effects of Western engagement. 
 
Figure 44. Alick Tipoti and Jason Christopher in front of Alick’s drum 
Source: Photograph Jaeme Christopher (2014). 
Tipoti’s work is an important reference point for settling ownership disputes and 
serves to educate and inspire the continuation of custom and traditions. Tipoti’s strong 
emphasis on language helps instil a stronger sense of identity and provides an 
alternative way of ensuring the security of his culture. Torres Strait Islanders largely 
relied on collective memories, passing on vital information on how to exist within 
marine environments.  In the absence of written histories, language was the primary 
source, sustaining culture from one generation to the next, Tipoti places strong 
emphasis on maintaining language as a means to reconnect with the past and maintain 
ongoing traditions. 
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Figure 45. Maino, Crocodile dance mask, 19th Century (before 1889) 
Note: Wool, wood, turtle shell, resin, pigeon feather, pandanus fibre, ochre, nut, lime, iron, hibiscus 
fibre, hibiscus, heron feather, glass, fur, feather, cowrie shell, copper, coconut palm wood, coconut 
palm fibre, clay, charcoal, abalone shell. 66 cm x 22 cm x 27 cm. Source: British Museum collection. 
Retrieved 25 June  2016, 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=47
0200&partId=1&images=true 
 
Figure 46. Koedal Baydham Adhaz Parw (Crocodile Shark) mask (Alick Tipoti, 2010) 
Note: Sculptures, fibreglass, synthetic polymer paint, Cassowary feathers, feathers, raffia and seeds. 
130 cm x 300 cm x 70 cm. Source: National Galley of Australia Collection. Retrieved 25 June 2016 
from https://artsearch.nga.gov.au/detail.cfm?irn=199788 
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As you can see, when it comes to interpreting, translating or creating anything to do 
with my culture, my language plays a very important role. Language is the core of my 
culture. Without your language you become a foreigner, lost in another person’s 
culture. Everything you do, traditionally or culturally, evolves from a language. 
When you know the language, you know your culture.109 Wright (2009) 
Tipoti recognises the importance of language and documenting oral histories through 
stories that are transcribed onto elaborate linocut etchings. Tipoti also inscribes his 
sculptural work, providing striking aesthetics and further securing vital information 
for future generations to reference. His artistic skills were first taught to him by his 
father and grandfather, before he later undertook formal studies. 
 
Figure 47. Alick Tipoti working on Kisay Dhangal (Roger D’Souza, 2016) 
Source: UAP. Retrieved 25 September  2016 from https://www.uapcompany.com/studio/alicktipoti 
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Tipoti’s etchings follow a similar narrative style as that developed by the Mualgau 
Minaral Collective—1980s Urban Artists’ artwork (see Figure 48 and Figure 49). 
 
Figure 48. (L) Dhangalalh Thaiyaik Drifting for Dugong (Billy Missi, 2010). (R) Merlpal Mari 
Pathanu (David Bosun, 2007).  
Note: (L) Vinyl-cut, 1,000 mm x 710 mm, printer: Theo Tremblay, (R) Linocut, 590 mm x 450 mm, 
printer: David Jones and Tadeusz Jacek Rybinski. Source: Australian Art Network. Retrieved 25 
September  2016 from (L) http://australianartnetwork.com.au/shop/artwork/dhangalalh-thaiyaik-
drifting-for-dugong-2010/ and (R) http://australianartnetwork.com.au/shop/artwork/merlpal-mari-
pathanu/ 
 
 
Figure 49. (L) Dhangalalh Thaiyaik Drifting for Dugong (Billy Missi, 2010), (R) Merlpal Mari 
Pathanu (David Bosun, 2007) 
Note: Vinyl-cut, 1,000 mm x 710 mm, printer: Theo Tremblay, (R) Linocut, 590 mm x 450 mm, 
printer: David Jones and Tadeusz Jacek Rybinski. Source: Australian Art Network. Retrieved 25 
September 2016 from (L) http://australianartnetwork.com.au/shop/artwork/dhangalalh-thaiyaik-
drifting-for-dugong-2010/ and (R) http://australianartnetwork.com.au/shop/artwork/merlpal-mari-
pathanu/ 
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Tipoti also studied under Eglitis, developing his lino etching style and narrative 
format before expanding his artistic practice to include large-scale sculptural and 
performance works. His dance masks, sculptural dugongs and large-scale installations 
are produced with precision and detail, exemplifying the necessary skill and dexterity 
his forbearers would exercise producing practical items for use within marine 
environments. 
Language and spiritual guidance direct Tipoti’s artistic trajectory. His work is 
designed to replicate ancestral styles of material object-making. Tipoti relays the 
stories after conducting comprehensive research into origins and ownership. The 
subject matter is formatted into a continuous narration rather than a repetitive design, 
allowing complete stories to unfold through a series of detailed depictions. 
 
Figure 50. Adhikuyam (Alick Tipoti, 2008) 
Note: Hand-coloured linocut, 1,190 mm x 4,970 mm, printer: Theo Tremblay. Source: Studio: Editions 
Tremblay NFP, Cairns, Queensland. In M. Kershaw, Dennis Nona & Alick Tipoti, Legends through 
Patterns from the Past. (pp. 112–113). Sydney: The Australian Art Print Network. 
The move away from traditional formatting created visually spectacular imagery—a 
practical way of narrating entire stories through the production of a single artwork. 
Torres Strait Islander artists who adopted this new style of cultural representation 
helped to pioneer the resurrection of their material culture and contributed towards the 
global recognition of Torres Strait Islander culture. 
Tipoti used his formal teaching and technical skills to great effect to realise his artistic 
practice. The authority Tipoti wields through these skills elevates him to among some 
of the most influential Torres Strait Islander artists. Tipoti began collaborative 
association with other artists and artisans during his initial artistic development and 
continues to work in this way. Under the guidance of Eglitis, Tipoti developed his 
style of etching that was later enhanced by master printmaker and artist Theo 
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Tremblay. For the production of Kisay Dhungal (see Figure 51), Tipoti collaborated 
with Brisbane-based Urban Art Projects.110 
 
Figure 51. Kisay Dhangal (Alick Tipoti, 2016) 
Source: Photograph: Roger D’Souza UAP. Retrieved 25 September 2016 from 
https://www.uapcompany.com/studio/alicktipoti 
Collaborations provide new areas for Tipoti’s work to develop and better portray 
ancestral themes. They also provide the opportunity for Tipoti to be introduced to new 
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mediums and techniques, allowing him to utilise a variety of materials that replace 
limited resources like turtle shell and dugong bone. These artists understand the 
pressures that natural resources are under and their use of synthetic materials sends a 
powerful message of conservation. Synthetic materials also provide greater versatility 
and flexibility than traditional materials. 
 
Figure 52. (L) Sugu Mawa (Alick Tipoti, 2011) Photo: Katie Shanahan. (R) Danagi Waaru—Blind 
Turtle (Alick Tipoti) 
Note: Fibreglass, resin, ghost net, paint and Trumpet shell. 1,800 mm x 1,400 mm x 600 mm. Source: 
Australian Art Network. Retrieved 10 July  2016 from (L) 
http://www.nma.gov.au/collections/highlights/octopus_mask_artwork and 
(R)http://australianartnetwork.com.au/shop/artwork/sculpture/danagi-waaru-blind-turtle/ 
Tipoti successfully experimented with various other mediums including laser cut steel 
(mask insert) Adhaz Parw Ngoedhe Buk and laser etched skateboard decks (images). 
Forays into diverse presentations of work are driven by a healthy sense of competition 
among his peers, environmental factors and constant motivation to educate the next 
generation. 
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Figure 53. (L) Adhaz Parw Ngoedhe Buk (Alick Tipoti, 2008), (R) Kowbu Maril—Canoe War Spirits 
(Skatedeck) (Alick Tipoti, 2008) 
Note: (L) Weathered steel, pearl shell and hardwood, 1,730 mm x 790 mm x 590 mm, (R) Laser-cut 
skatedeck, 200 mm x 800 mm x 25 mm, National Gallery Collection. Source: Australian Art Network. 
(L) Retrieved 8 September  2016, from https://www.uapcompany.com/studio/adhaz-parw-ngoedhe-
buk, (R) Retrieved 10 July 2016 from 
http://australianartnetwork.com.au/shop/artwork/sculpture/kowbu-maril-canoe-war-spirits-skateboard/ 
Tipoti’s move back to the Islands is evidence of his commitment to better understand 
the footprint of his forbearers and the continual realisation of important modern-day 
artefacts. Tipoti’s knowledge and practice are informed by precise translations that 
are passed down to him by Elders and through the guidance of the Zugabal, ancestral 
forefathers of the spirit world.111 
Tipoti embodies the spirit of his ancestors and communicates with the Zugubal 
(ancestral spirits) to seek guidance. This ability provides special significance for those 
who reference his work. Understanding the cosmology and rhythms of nature that 
guided and sustained his forbearers entitled Tipoti to become one of the central 
authorities on such matters. 
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Figure 54. Zugubal artwork description (Alick Tipoti) 
Source: The Australian Art Print Network. 
Tipoti recognises the sciences that enabled communities to thrive. Practical analysis 
and environmental understanding encompassing seasons, wind, tide, currents, 
animals, moon, and stars created a visual map for navigating terrain and sustaining 
communities. Gubau Aimai Mabaigal is a prime example illustrating how seasons and 
available food sources were connected and harvested. 
 
Figure 55. Gubau Aimai Mabaigal artwork description (Alick Tipoti) 
Source: The Australian Art Print Network. 
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Many of the gods and spirits that guided Tipoti’s ancestors were part of a belief 
system orientated towards a practical understanding of the Islanders’ environment. 
The hostilities of their environment and the constant threat of warring parties left little 
time for jovial pursuits. A practical and scientific understanding of their world has 
shaped the resilience and strength of their culture. These traits are portrayed and 
understood by Tipoti, his dramatic performances and science-based depictions of 
animal habits, navigation and hunting methods are derived from innate 
understandings of his ancestral world. 
 
Figure 56. Alick Tipoti Marimawa (Spiritual mask dance—calling of and communicating with the 
spiritual ancestors) (2014) 
Source: Photograph: Mick Richards. Arts Hub, A different take on Queensland’s beaches to tour 
internationally, one presenting an alternate story of Indigenous Australia., Retrieved 28 July 2014, 
http://visual.artshub.com.au/news-article/news/visual-arts/saltwater-country-is-a-cultural-coup-244894 
The powerful masculinity of Tipoti’s work emphasises the brutality of the Islanders’ 
extreme existence. As with many Western fables, there were seldom myths and 
legends that did not incorporate an unfortunate ending as a consequence of 
misadventure or disrespect. A science-based belief system still informs traditions. 
Tipoti provides a vehicle for his people to reconnect the past, reviving ties with myths 
and legends of the Torres Strait Islands. 
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Figure 57. Alick Tipoti in Cairns 
Source: Photograph Jason Christopher (2014). 
2.2.3. Brian Robinson—Cultural interaction and expansion 
I was introduced to Brian Robinson’s practice through his solo show men + GODS at 
KickArts Contemporary Arts in Cairns. The show created a divisive reaction from 
members of the community, sparking healthy debate and motivating me to investigate 
further. 
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Figure 58. Brian Robinson beside XXlllVlllMCMLXXlll_XVllVLLMCMVll (When Worlds Collide) 
Note: Mixed media, 130 cm x 1,000 cm. Source: Artist profile (2012). Retrieved 10 January 2016 from 
http://www.artistprofile.com.au/brian-robinson/ 
In 2017, I undertook my most recent trip to Cairns to meet with Robinson. While 
walking along the coastal boardwalk, I was greeted by Robinson’s impressive 6 m 
high x 11 m wide civic sculpture Citizens Gateway to the Great Barrier Reef (see 
Figure 59). 
 
Figure 59. Brian Robinson’s civic sculpture Citizens Gateway to the Great Barrier Reef 
Source: Tourism Tropical North Queensland (2017). Retrieved 10 October  2017 from 
http://www.ttnq.org.au/citizens-of-the-great-barrier-reef/ 
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In 2013, my initial introduction to Robinson’s work was mostly linocut etchings that 
fused Western mythologies and pop culture among the myths and legends of the 
Torres Strait Islands. The grand statements his work now commands speaks volumes 
for Robinson’s ability to capture the essence of today’s contemporary art movement. 
It also comments on Robinson’s successful formula of incorporating many influences 
cohesively among culturally grounded work. 
Robinson, another artist from the TNQI TAFE stable stepped into the role of full-
time, visual artist in 2009, after leaving his role at the Cairns Regional Gallery as 
Exhibitions Manager and Deputy Director of Cairns Regional Gallery to pursue a 12-
month residency at Djumbunji Press KickArts Fine Art Printmaking Studio. During 
this residency, Robinson conceived the production of the entire men + GODS 
exhibition. 
 
Figure 60. Handline, Ngurupai Wharf (Brian Robinson, 2011) 
Note: Linocut printed in black ink from one block, 520 mm x 380 mm. Editioning printer: Kate Zizys 
Source: KickArts Contemporary Arts. Retrieved 15 July 2016 from 
https://shop.kickarts.org.au/products/brian-robinson-handline-ngurupai-wharf 
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In contrast to Tipoti and Nona, Robinson expands cultural groundings to include 
external influences. Similar to Thaiday, Robinson sees himself as an artist who is 
unconstrained by cultural bonds. He is inspired by his collective imagination and the 
story of his ancestral past is part of that story, the background tapestry from which to 
build. 
Robinson defines himself as an artist first and foremost; as an individual motivated 
by the pure urge to create. His identity as an Indigenous artist is ancillary to this, 
shaping his personal identity and the themes of his work, but not acting as the driving 
force of his creativity.112 Mitchell (2012) 
Robinson’s practice remains on the periphery, serving as pure visual arts and 
functional cultural document and can be referenced in the same way as Tipoti or 
Nona. The broad appeal of his subject matter entices wide audiences including the 
interest of younger people. 
 
Figure 61. Warriors sorcerers + spirits (Brian Robinson, 2015) 
Note: Linocut, 60.5 cm x 114 cm. Source: Michael Reid Gallery. Retrieved 15 May 2016 from 
https://michaelreid.com.au/art/warriors-sorcerers-spirits/ 
The grey areas surrounding Robinson’s mixed imagery has caused some division 
between his peers and community. In response, Robinson cleverly protects himself by 
concentrating his work around central universal themes. He is careful not to delve too 
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far into sensitive areas of ownership. Robinson can operate in this state, creating 
open-ended possibilities for his works to explore.113 
Robinson recognises comparisons between the Zenadh Kes114 culture and Western 
mythologies including stories from Norse seamen115 and ancient Greek mythology, 
combining these in a style reminiscent of the Renaissance period. Robinson takes this 
further by honouring the powers and supernatural feats of ancestral warriors, gods and 
demons with modern-day popular culture icons such as Superman, Batman, Astro 
Boy and Alien. The heroes and villains of both worlds are connected by common 
global themes. 
Robinson allows cross-cultural interaction as a manifestation of his collective 
imagination derived from his mixed heritage and exposure to Western popular 
culture. He steps in and out of both worlds, as an artist he expresses his artistic vision 
and as a Torres Strait Islander he honours his cultural roots. Both worlds are fused 
through the resilience and adaptability of their culture. Robinson recognises this 
resilience and fusion and in the worlds in which he resides he reconciles this through 
his art. 
Robinson’s practice explores an array of material and production methodologies. 
Hybrid imagery is also reflected in his 3D mixed media work. His reliefs and free-
standing sculptures are composed of laser cut shapes from synthetic composites and 
decorated with complex printed designs. The layering of mixed media works reflects 
the multicultural influences Robinson incorporates into his work. 
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Figure 62. …And Meanwhile Back on Earth the Blooms Continue to Flourish (Brian Robinson, 2013) 
Note: Wood, plastic, steel, synthetic polymer paint, feathers, plant fibre and shell, 200 cm x 350 cm x 
50 cm. Source: Art Gallery WA. Retrieved 15 May 2016 from https://michaelreid.com.au/art/warriors-
sorcerers-spirits/ 
Robinson’s AAN artist profile describes the origins of his sculptural practice that are 
derived from hand sketches, layering up from two-dimensional (2D) forms to create 
3D shapes.116 Recently, his 3D works are gaining more prominence than his print 
works. Sculptural works are now being realised as impressive civil installations along 
Cairns city foreshore, with Robinson most recently awarded the $1.1 million civic 
work Citizens Gateway to the Great Barrier Reef.117 
Robinson has collaborated extensively with many different artisans and technicians. 
His works remain artistically solo, with the collaborative process only involving the 
technical expertise of those involved. 
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Figure 63. Woven Fish (Brian Robinson, 2003) 
Source: Creative Move. Retrieved 15 May 2016 from http://creativemove.com.au/artists/brian-
robinson/ 
Robinson’s work bends the parameters of cultural narrative, through confidence and 
honesty he successfully blends authenticity with imagination in combination with 
culturally mixed narratives that encompass the multiple realms in which Robinson 
resides. 
 
Figure 64. Crab (Brian Robinson, 2015) 
Note: Formex plastic, spray paint and black lace, 30 cm x 55 cm x 66 cm. Photographer: Carl Bento 
Source: Australian Museum. Retrieved 15 May 2016 from https://australianmuseum.net.au/image/crab-
sculpture-by-brian-robinson-e93909 
 
  
115 
2.2.4. Ken Thaiday—Dance machine 
 
Figure 65. Ken Thaiday exhibition at Cairns Gallery 2013—Erub Kebe Le dance troupe performing 
Beizam dance 
Source: Video Jason Christopher (2014). Retrieved 9 June 2018 from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bRZ8P78U_6s  
 
Figure 66. Dr Ken Thaiday Snr performing at the opening of the Erub Kebe Le exhibition 
Source: Photograph Jason Christopher (2013). 
Thaiday’s practice has followed his own personal trajectory, sometimes independent 
of constraints and connections to his ancestral past. Thaiday follows, and is driven by, 
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his own artistic insight—his creativity emanates from his own personal experiences, 
creative vision and cultural grounding. 
Regarded as one of the leading Torres Strait Islander artists in contemporary art 
markets, Thaiday’s work is represented extensively in private collections and 
institutions locally and internationally. His elaborate dance headdresses are widely 
regarded as being responsible for bringing world attention towards his material and 
oral culture. 
 
Figure 67. Beizam Headdress (Shark with Bait Fish) (Ken Thaiday Snr, 1995). 
Note: Plywood, enamel paint, wire, feathers, sharks’ teeth, string. 72 cm x 90.5 cm x 67.8 cm (irreg.). 
Source: Queensland Art Gallery Foundation. Retrieved 18 January  2015. From 
http://www.sydneybarani.com.au/ken-thaiday-snr-at-carriageworks/ 
Thaiday is regarded as one of Australia’s most recognised and celebrated Torres Strait 
Islander artists of his time. He has been the recipient of many major awards including 
the 2017 Red Ochre Award (see Figure 68). His work has been extensively 
represented through group and solo shows in prestigious locations both here and 
abroad. Thaiday’s artistic practice has remained at the forefront of innovation, 
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creating new and inventive ways for material culture to be transcribed within the 
environment in which it now exists. Thaiday is a leader and inspirational figurehead 
for his people. His practice is largely responsible for the cultural shift that has 
occurred in recent times, finding new and expansive areas in which material culture 
can be better preserved and promoted. 
 
Figure 68. Dr Ken Thaiday Snr receiving the 2017 Red Ochre Award 
Source: Photograph Jason Christopher (2017). 
Thaiday’s modus operandi to push boundaries, can claim credit for being one of the 
main driving forces to perpetuate the healthy artistic competition that exists between 
artists engaged in this new era of contemporary Torres Strait Islander art. Inspired by 
his religion, his homeland, cultural heritage, song and dance, fishing and world events 
as well as his own inventiveness, Thaiday creates works of art that connect his past 
with current and future events. This enables his work to keep pace with the changing 
environment to which his culture continually adapts. 
Thaiday has demonstrated an ability to push the limits of his practice, discovering 
new ways he can best serve his people through his work. Adrian Newstead describes 
the importance of Thaiday’s practice. 
Thaiday has successfully navigated contrary currents and, in the process, become an 
inspirational figure to his people in the re-invigoration of their cultural identity.118 
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One of Thaiday’s primary drives is to serve his faith and people, he is one of few 
remaining prominent Elders living through several transitionary periods of cultural 
change. His desire to lead his people and pass on their history for safekeeping is 
manifested through his talent in song, dance and object-making. Thaiday utilises these 
skills to push boundaries of creativity.  
He inhabits that nebulous territory between the traditional and the urban artist, 
showing us the excitement of invention as well as the grounding narrative of his 
cultural history. Both the old and the new provide the framework for his artistic 
creations that have been internationally appreciated and exhibited.119 
 
Figure 69. Ken Thaiday dancing wearing a Beizam headdress (photographer unknown, 1995) 
Source: Cairns Regional Gallery (2013). Ken Thaiday Snr—Erub Kebe Le—A Survey Exhibition 1990 
to the Present catalogue. 
Thaiday’s seniority and knowledge of his culture and people are unquestioned and 
this confidence in his belief allows him to explore areas others have not ventured. It is 
this authority and confidence that allowed Thaiday to break new ground through the 
artistic collaborative co-creations Thaiday and I have produced over a 5 year period, 
beginning in 2013. 
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Thaiday’s “Dance Machines” and the manual mechanisations they performed remain 
static when not in use. Thaiday’s collaborative engagement with me allowed him to 
explore the realm of automation. This development enabled Thaiday to express his 
vision through newly co-created self-performative works achieved by integrating my 
practice with his. 
Thaiday’s highly idiosyncratic works are in a world of their own and for that reason 
easily lend themselves to the materials and mechanical movement introduced through 
the collaboration with Jason Christopher.120 Kershaw 
Our work together came at a point in Thaiday’s practice where something new was 
required to continue representation of his work among institutions and fast track the 
development of his practice to include automation.  
Because there was a recognition there that firstly Ken had a 30 year practice and there 
was a point where for Ken’s practice where it would be difficult for him to continue 
to make work that would be continually sort for collections.121 Bishop  
Thaiday realised that for this to occur he must integrate a system that would 
precipitate a departure from his solo works.122 
The piece is certainly a very, fantastic departure for Ken’s practice it’s taken that into 
a different thing and obviously he has taken on board the aesthetic that you have 
brought to it and has embraced that123 Bishop 
The creative partnership Thaiday and I developed occurred at a crossroads in his 
artistic journey. There were many contributing circumstances that drew Thaiday and 
myself together: saturation of the market with his solo works, loss of his mobility as a 
result of complications associated with diabetes, his dream of including advance 
modes of mechanisation and his belief in God’s will. There is also my artistic 
trajectory, line of enquiry and research which coincided with the rebirth of my art 
practice after many years involved in design related roles. 
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With all these factors conspiring to bring us together it could have gone awry in an 
instant124. It did not, and instead we created an environment that fostered a cross-
cultural exchange of ideas and creativity to produce three major co-created works of 
art exhibited nationally and internationally. Our level of cross-cultural engagement 
tested many boundaries among the constructs of Indigenous and contemporary art 
markets. 
Thaiday was willing and driven to enter alongside me in the pursuit of creating 
contemporary artwork that challenged many traditions, stereotypes and political 
agendas.125 Thaiday demonstrated his willingness by letting go of his solo art practice 
among the co-created dynamic, accepting the merging of two diverse cultural 
perspectives and aesthetics to form the hybridised works we created.126 He recognised 
that, for his practice to evolve, he required a shift in focus. The hybridised works 
allow Thaiday and me to participate in other areas we can now attribute works 
towards. Our respective practices are now more multi-focused allowing for several 
other formats our work can be displayed through.  
The three Thaiday-Christopher collaborative works have provided opportunities 
for both artists in terms of artistic expression and logistics that would not have 
been possible if working as individuals.127 Kershaw 
The new collaborative work resonates among areas of cultural reconciliation and 
cross-cultural engagement, conservation, contemporary art, automated performative 
orchestration and many more expansive areas as an extension of each other’s solo 
practice. In shifting focus from his solo practice, Thaiday has extended his reach and 
reinforced his status among the elite artists of the Torres Strait Islanders. My 
involvement in this process has expanded my line of enquiry and provided 
opportunities to pursue areas of interest my practice would otherwise not be able to 
access. 
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Together we made a significant and new contribution to contemporary Torres Strait 
Islander art, treading unprecedented ground through our artistic collaborative 
engagement. Our continuing cultural exchanges led to the production of a series of 
hybrid works that are uniquely situated amongst the Torres Strait Islander art market. 
The sustained level of cross-cultural engagement and exploration of new aesthetics, 
technologies, and materials has allowed the Thaiday/Christopher works to set a 
precedent and benchmark for others to follow.  
Thaiday’s practice has remained at the forefront of the emerging contemporary Torres 
Strait Islander art movement keeping pace with transitional periods whilst 
maintaining cultural traditions. Traditions his father instilled in him.  
His father was an important dancer in the region and from a young age, Thaiday was 
involved in the design and use of ceremonial artefacts.128 Newstead 
Tat Thaiday Snr, also an important figurehead of his time is recognised as one of 
Erub’s best dancers and choreographers. He remains a major influence on Thaiday, 
who has followed in his father’s footsteps and expects his sons to follow in his. 
 
Figure 70. Tat Thaiday poses on a woven mat at Darnley Island (1960) 
Source: Photograph: Bill Ovenden, Queensland Art Gallery. Retrieved 23 July 2016 from 
http://www.visualarts.qld.gov.au/content/thaiday_standard.asp?name=Thaiday_Stories 
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When work opportunities on the Islands became scarce, Thaiday made his way to the 
mainland and began working in Lan Hancock’s mines and railway lines in Perth. 
There, Thaiday was introduced to an array of new materials that he included in the 
construction of elaborate dance headdresses. Thaiday’s new-found fascination with 
plastic and other synthetic materials enabled him to expand on ideas. 
 
Figure 71. Triple Hammerhead Shark Headdress (Dr. Ken Thaiday Snr, 1995) 
Note: Plywood, paint, feathers, string, plastic, 69 cm x 94 cm x 52 cm (irreg.). Source: Photograph 
Jason Christopher (2013). 
With new materials and the enhanced skills gain through his employment, Thaiday’s 
dance headdresses became more elaborate and complex while growing in scale. 
Through this evolutionary design phase, the works evolved new meaning. By moving 
away from the constraints of practical application his works could expand in form and 
significance. 
Sophisticated moving parts incorporated into the design further enhanced the visual 
appeal and conveyed the stories with better effect. These also allowed Thaiday to 
better relive Island experiences vicariously through his works. The sublime flight of 
the frigate bird and the rhythmic motion of the hammerhead shark could be visually 
realised by physically pulling lines within the work that would activate movements. 
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Figure 72. Frigate Bird (Dr. Ken Thaiday Snr, 2001) 
Note: Plywood, resin, nylon line, paint, wood, elastic. 110 cm x 65 cm x 90 cm (irreg.). Source: 
Photograph Jason Christopher (2013). 
 
Figure 73. Ken Thaiday exhibition @ Carriageworks 2014. Erub Kebe Le Troupe performing Frigate 
Bird Dance 
Source: Video Jason Christopher (2014). Retrieved 9 June 2018 from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wgrqmoxxY9k 
Thaiday has spent his life observing and understanding the rhythms of nature. His 
expertise at bringing these elements to life provides him and his people a connection 
to their Island home when they are living on the mainland. Thaiday’s art form has 
been in constant development, spanning the many changes his people have endured.  
Thaiday has created a vast body of work that explores an array of production 
methodologies, aesthetics and subject matter. Two recent works, Scorpion and 
Crayfish, are examples of a playful side of his practice often masked by the cultural 
significance of his work. One reason for producing the quirky and obscure works was 
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because he did not want to see the materials he made them from being thrown out in 
the rubbish. 
 
Figure 74. Scorpion (Ken Thaiday Snr, 2014) 
Note: Wood, acrylic paint, core-flute, shells, wheels, lamp, beads, sponge, cable ties. Source: 
Photograph Jason Christopher (2014). 
 
Figure 75. Dr Ken Thaiday Snr with Crayfish in Cairns 
Source: Photograph Jason Christopher (2014). 
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Figure 76. Crayfish (detail) (Dr. Ken Thaiday Snr, 2014) 
Note: Wood, black bamboo, cane, sponge, acrylic paint, plastic, shell. Source: Photograph Jason 
Christopher (2014). 
Thaiday’s work often depicts his love and knowledge of the sea, but it is also a 
reflection of who he is: a man of the seas born to a marine existence, a ‘Darnley boy’ 
as Thaiday would say. His talent in capturing marine environments through a 3D form 
is aided by ability to view the world in vertical and horizontal planes. 
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Figure 77. Erub (Darnley Island) 
Source: Kim Wirth. Retrieved 20 March 2018 from http://www.kim-wirth.com.au/erub-darnley-
island/#prettyPhoto 
In contrast to living on the mainland where a person’s visual perception is orientated 
towards viewing horizontal planes at ground level, in the marine environment we 
must visualise vertical planes that are often more significant. To survive marine 
environments, ocean depth, surface and sky is a voluminous space that must be 
understood. Without this visual awareness the connections that dictate available food 
sources and weather conditions cannot be understood. This is the cornerstone from 
which Thaiday’s art originates. 
 
Figure 78. Follow the Birds and You’re More Than Likely to Find the Fish 
Source: Chris and Monique Fallows. Retrieved 18 August 2016 from, 
https://www.marlinmag.com/birds-radar-fishing-tips 
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Thaiday’s instinctual orientation of space borne out of existing within this realm 
enhances his 3D understanding in a sculptural sense. This enables him to re-visualise 
homeland environments when producing work on the mainland. His Island, depicted 
with topographical detail complete with beach, hills and church is a reoccurring theme 
throughout his work. The prominence of the Island motif establishes ownership and 
reinforces his identity. 
 
Figure 79. Dr Ken Thaiday Snr with Hammerhead Shark with Clamshell (Ken Thaiday Snr, 2013) 
Source: Photograph Jason Christopher (2013). 
Thaiday’s home Island, Erub and setting or rising sun along with the church provides 
a potent symbol that references the influence Christian missionaries had on the 
communities. The LMS signalled the end of traditional customary practice for most 
Island communities. Although now unified, they were faced with having to reconcile 
moving forward by integrating what was left of their material and oral culture into 
new Christian paradigms. 
Thaiday’s acceptance of Christianity and its integration in his work reflects his 
broader ability to improvise, fusing external influence within everyday cultural 
practice. Adopting this new belief system maintained and adjusted their material 
culture to fit the cultural shifts imposed on them. Thaiday’s work enables his culture 
to withstand these pressures. His practice and performative work help reconnect his 
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people to their past, while reconciling and honouring the integration of a new belief 
system. 
The Coming of the Light is a central reoccurring theme represented by the emerging 
sun behind Erub Island. Thaiday’s Marap (hand clappers), dance machines and 
Hammerhead Shark with Clam Shell 2013 have incorporated the Coming of the Light 
symbolism. These works reference the 1871 engagement with the LMS and Thaiday’s 
melding of dual belief systems, incorporating Christianity among the customs and 
traditions of his people. 
 
Figure 80. Darnley Island (Erub—Coming of the Light) (Dr. Ken Thaiday Snr, 1990) 
Note: Plywood, paint, plastic, nylon fishing line, PVC. 60.5 cm x 120 cm x 128.5 cm (irreg.). Source: 
Cairns Regional Gallery (2013). Ken Thaiday Snr—Erub Kebe Le—A Survey Exhibition 1990 to the 
Present catalogue. 
The LMS represented a new beginning for Torres Strait Islanders who chose to take 
up Christianity. Their material culture would be dissected, leaving behind their 
warrior culture while maintaining aspects of their material culture to fit into changes 
about to be imposed on them. Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Thaiday played a 
pivotal role in organising and performing in the Coming of the Light festival. In 2018, 
Thaiday is again a central figure tasked with orchestrating the year’s events. 
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Since the arrival of Western engagement and the onset of the fishing and pearling 
industries, Torres Strait Islanders have experienced an influx of diverse cultural 
interaction. They were quick to incorporate new influences to their advantage, 
adopting costume design, singing styles and instrument use into their own ceremonial 
displays. 
The recurring Island symbol is represented by many different styles and formats 
throughout Thaiday’s work, paying homage to ancestral homelands and changes to 
his Island and people. I took great care working with him on Clamshell 2013 and Dari 
to ensure the presence and prominence of his Island motif whilst maintaining cultural 
protocols. 
 
Figure 81. Detail Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 2013 (Dr. Ken Thaiday Snr & Jason Christopher, 
2013) 
Note: Acrylic, cast aluminium, stainless steel, electronic components, 800 mm x 1,200 mm x 1,200 
mm. Source: Jason Christopher (2013). 
Thaiday’s works are as much about educating his people as the wider public, to 
preserve his culture for future generations. Thaiday’s depiction of seabirds, fish, 
sharks and dugongs are representative of the life that sustained his people. 
Incorporating these subjects among his dance machines provides information that is 
important to the survival of Island custom. Choreography, song, dance and artworks 
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play vital roles in educating, protecting and passing on information that is imperative 
to the existence of oral and material culture. 
Thaiday is acutely aware of the issues facing his people and Islands. The modern-day 
exploitation of the environment is at odds with traditional practice—through these 
works he reminds us of the importance of preserving and protecting wilderness areas. 
The dance machines represent totems, stories and many animals of the Torres Strait 
Islands. They are also important reminders of traditional hunting practices such as the 
sardine scoop and fish traps. Thaiday’s works are a combination of events past and 
present and are manifestations of his earliest memories growing up on Erub. 
 
Figure 82. Weris (Dr. Ken Thaiday Snr, 2000) 
Note: Plywood, wood, bamboo, paint, wire and aluminium. 55 cm x 150 cm x 70 cm (irreg.). Source: 
Photograph Jason Christopher (2013). 
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Figure 83. Ken Thaiday Exhibition @ Carriageworks 2014—Erub Kebile Troupe performing Sardine 
Scoop Dance 
Source: Video Jason Christopher (2014). Retrieved 9 June 2018 from 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LaEVkXigw2w 
With material culture systematically destroyed through imposed Western engagement, 
Island customs and belief systems were held together mainly through memory, oral 
expression, dance and storytelling. Artists began to piece these legends together 
through their work and new ways of securing information were explored. For 
Thaiday, the fusion of contemporary themes and Christian beliefs combined with 
traditional cultural practice informs the aesthetic and meaning of his work. A gradual 
transition from dance-related objects towards highly complicated artworks that 
address expansive conceptual themes led Thaiday to pave the way forward for a 
younger generation of artists. In entering the digital sphere through cross-cultural 
collaboration, Thaiday opened areas fellow artists can exploit and better serve the 
preservation of their culture. 
For other Indigenous artists to secure their future identity, it is important to reflect and 
retrace lost material culture, language and cosmology and accurately reinvent those 
elements. This is achieved by maintaining and representing the true essence of their 
forbearers’ customs and traditions. Tipoti and Nona are two prominent exponents of 
this methodology. They have undertaken extensive research and have gone to great 
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lengths to ensure accuracy, albeit through new modes of representation. Robinson 
produced work that acknowledged and combined the influence of his mixed heritage, 
fusing the myths and legends of Torres Strait Islands with Western mythologies and 
popular culture. Their combined varied approach culminates in securing a broad 
accessible understanding of their culture for all to benefit. 
Chapter 2 has provided a description of some of the main artists that have contributed 
to the creative environment the Thaiday/Christopher works have appeared within, 
providing some context to the origins of our collaborative arrangement. The following 
chapter will detail the Thaiday /Christopher collaborative works and ensuing response 
towards these works. 
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Chapter 3. Collaborative Engagement: Dr Ken Thaiday 
Snr (Uncle Ken) and Jason Christopher 
In chapter 3, I detail the co-created works and cross-cultural engagement Thaiday and 
I have developed. Protocols, authenticity and challenges are considered through my 
direct experience, collaborating with Thaiday and with reference to institutional 
interpretation of the co-created works. 
The question of adherence to strict tradition always poses a fine line for indigenous 
artists. They can risk being labelled as inauthentic. The veiled quest for a lost 
spirituality or a ‘paradise lost’, possibly sensed in the assuredness of traditional 
indigenous art, can demand conformity. Many issues are stirred when an artist seeks 
to experiment while still satisfying cultural requirements.129  
Thaiday/Christopher collaborations began in 2013 with the commissioning of 
Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 2013 by the Cairns Art Gallery (CAG), formerly 
Cairns Regional Gallery. Since 2013, we have co-created three major works and 
developed a long-term friendship and cross-cultural working relationship (see Figure 
84). 
                                                     
129 Adrian Newstead, ‘Ken Thaiday’ in Australian Art Network, last updated 2018 
https://australianartnetwork.com.au/category/indigenous-artists/ken-thaiday/ 
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Figure 84 Dr Ken Thaiday Snr and Jason Christopher at the opening of Ken Thaiday Snr’s Erub Kebe 
Le Exhibition  
Photograph: Jaeme Christopher (2013) 
This chapter documents initiation of the engagement and subsequent works produced 
through discussions and anecdotal evidence cross-referenced with accounts from 
experts in the field who have experienced the evolution of our work. There are many 
experts in the field of Indigenous arts; the following were selected based on their 
experience within this contemporary art movement and firsthand knowledge of 
Thaiday/Christopher works: Kershaw, Bishop, Jacob and Griffiths. This chapter will 
focus on external perspectives imposed on our works that are not aligned with the 
collaborative ethos that Thaiday and I set out to achieve; which was to produce co-
created works of contemporary art that would open dialogue on cross-cultural 
collaboration and contemporary Australian art. The works were intended to be 
mutually beneficial with equal share attributed each artist for the success or failures of 
the work. The works were intended to provide important examples of Australia’s 
cultural worth whilst remaining unrestricted by the cultural connections to each 
other’s heritage. 
To describe our uniquely styled, artistic and collaborative relationship, and to position 
it within a framework of historical events among the contemporary Torres Strait 
Islander art movement, a brief history of its origins was covered in the first two 
chapters. This both situated our collaborative work among recent events and 
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acknowledged work predating our artistic collaborative involvement. The following 
account of the Thaiday/Christopher collaborations has been extracted from my direct 
involvement. Arguments are presented in line with my experience and by referencing 
experts in the field and other collaborative engagements that exist within the Torres 
Strait Island contemporary art market. 
Our collaborative arrangement has been described as unique among the already-rare 
cross-cultural collaborations within Indigenous contemporary arts. In response to 
questions posed to him surrounding the works, Kershaw makes the following 
statements: 
Thaiday/Christopher collaboration came about through unusual and unique 
circumstances…The Thaiday/Christopher collaboration is pretty much one of a kind 
at this point of time.130 
For this reason, it is difficult to compare this work to other Torres Strait Islander 
collaborative engagements without looking further afield. Destiny Deacon and 
Virginia Fraser provide one such example and produce work in a different genre with 
other Aboriginal/non-Indigenous collaborators. Kershaw points out, in response to a 
question posed, surrounding the existence of other comparative collaborative 
engagements within the Torres Strait Islander contemporary art movement. 
Not within the contemporary TSI art movement but there are examples within the 
contemporary Aboriginal art movement, [for example]: 
• Lin Onus’ art practice that reflected Arnhem Land imagery 
• Imants Tillers and Michael Nelson Jagamara 
• Michael Eather and Michael Nelson Jagamara and other Campfire Studio 
artists at Fireworks Gallery.131 
Unlike other collaborative processes within indigenous art markets, our engagement 
does not present asymmetrically where the collaborating parties are sometimes 
unequally attributed; rather, it fuses our practices together within aesthetic forms and 
the conceptual makeup of the work. Neither artist has appropriated concepts or ideas 
                                                     
130 Kershaw, Response to Techno-Inspired Art Practice, Questions 13 & 127. See Appendix B. 
131 Ibid. 
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from the other. Ideas are jointly assembled within constructs of the work with obvious 
connections to each artist visible and readable but not separated. In contrast to The 
Loaded Ground exhibition of works by Michael Nelson Jagamara and Imants Tillers 
(see Figure 85), this engagement unifies our practice and experiences rather than 
presenting them separately through layering among the work’s constructs. In an 
extract from Sasha Grishin’s review of The Loaded Ground exhibition, Grishin 
writes: 
This is not a collaboration of a duet but more an act of detente, where each 
respectfully keeps to his own turf conscious and cautious not to step on the other's 
toes. The fragmentation is further accentuated by the multiplicity of the small 
painting panels, which impose a further grid.132 
 
Figure 85. Fatherland (Michael Nelson Jagamara and Imants Tillers, 2008) 
Note: Synthetic polymer paint and gouache on 90 canvas boards, 228 x 356 cm. Accessed 18 July 
2016, https://www.fireworksgallery.com.au/fatherland. 
In contrast to Jagamara and Tillers, our work fuses imagery and meaning. Thaiday 
and I undertake no reconciliation process; we come together as artists and friends to 
exchange and share cultural and creative ideas. The reconciliation narrative is directed 
towards a wider approach to cultural understanding and sharing. There is no 
                                                     
132 Sasha Grishin, ‘A Real-Life Study in Contrasts’, The Sydney Morning Herald, 29 August 2012, 
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/art-and-design/a-reallife-study-in-contrasts-20120828-
24yfs.html. 
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appropriation of cultural ownership, only a sharing of cultural perspectives and 
likeminded interests. The works are not conceived through a process of individual 
layering, one input at a time. Ideas combine through a system applying bilateral 
ownership towards the outcome and symmetrical melding of jointly owned ideas and 
aesthetics. This is achieved by understanding and acknowledging cultural 
underpinnings that act as a scaffold from which the works develop. Bishop discussing 
the Thaiday/Christopher works (2017) indicates that: 
It’s a very symmetrical process whereby you have acknowledged there is a tradition 
and a history and cultural background that comes with it. 
However Ken has also acknowledged that for him to be able to engage his work in a 
different methodology he’s needing to let go of some of that, of his original 
aesthetic. 133 Bishop 
Our works present a stark contrast to the asymmetrical layering of imagery presented 
within the Jagamara and Tillers collaborative approach and many other Indigenous 
collaborative engagements where ownership is disproportionally attributed: 
[I]n 2001 Jagamara and Tillers agreed to make collaborative works in which each 
artist contributes layers to the painting, with Jagamara getting both the first and last 
say.134 
Collaborative engagement with Thaiday involves the unification of two distinct 
practices connected through creative drive and love of the marine environment. This 
occurred at the crossroads of Thaiday’s artistic journey and as a consequence of my 
research topic, which was being driven by my own art practice. This is explained by 
Kershaw and Bishop: 
Thaiday and Christopher had an affinity that led to works that could not have been 
executed by Thaiday alone.135 
                                                     
133 Justin Bishop, personal communication with the author, 7 December 2017 (4.32, 4.47). See 
Appendix B. 
134 ‘The Loaded Ground: Michael Nelson Jagamara & Imants Tillers’, Australian National University, 
last updated 2013, http://dhg.anu.edu.au/events/the-loaded-ground-michael-nelson-jagamara-imants-
tillers/. 
135 Kershaw, Response to Techno-Inspired Art Practice, Questions 13. See Appendix B. 
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But from that there was firstly your recognition that there is a particular aesthetic that 
Ken has and you were able to show Ken your work and when you were talking about 
those possibilities, I think he clearly understood, at that point in time, the potential of 
how … those two aesthetics might come together.136 
Thaiday’s life in work is situated at the heart of contemporary Torres Strait Islander 
culture; preservation, promotion and contemporary artmaking are the core motives of 
his practice. My practice combines digital and manual production methods 
commenting on the displacement of traditional practices as a consequence of 
technology and Western engagement (see Figure 86). Together we find ways to use 
technology to produce works of art that fuse traditional object-making with the digital 
sphere. By negotiating disparities between the two, we are able to unite them. The 
sharing of knowledge and a spirit of engagement bridges the gap of cultural 
understanding and awareness between Indigenous/non-Indigenous Australia. Our 
works embody this basic philosophy. 
                                                     
136 Justin Bishop, personal communication with the author, 7 December 2017 (11.36). See Appendix B. 
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Figure 86. (T) Black Trevally with Stingray, Jellyfish and Sea Urchin (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr, 1990), (B) 
Battery Hens (Jason Christopher, 2011) 
Note: (T) Plywood, paint, metal rod, shell and plastic, 68 x 92 x 90 cm (irreg.), photograph: Jason 
Christopher (2013), (B) cast aluminium, mixed media and digital media, 100 x 100 x 100 cm, 
photograph: Jason Christopher (2011). 
Thaiday and I merge culture and science-based understanding of the environment 
with our creative capacities to produce hybrid work that is multifunctional in its 
contribution to the arts and Thaiday’s material culture. For this, Thaiday provides 
history: uniquely styled cultural content and a framework for the collaborative 
concept to build on, based on past dance machines and centuries of material culture. 
In contrast, I provide the future context: technology and format of a new 
contemporary aesthetic borne out of the automated process of digitising new works 
into life.  
Artists require a special relationship to develop and to collaborate successfully. 
Exchanging ideas, sharing ownership and fostering a common vision all require each 
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artist to dispense themselves of any ego or sole attachment to the project. There is no 
place for hierarchy or input-output imbalance; each artist must accept credit for 
failure and success equally. Individual goals must give way to common goals, mutual 
acceptance and trust, and compromise must evolve with the developing project. With 
trust in one another, the result should be mutually beneficial. 
Collaborative projects across all genres require the formation of complex and 
sometimes challenging relationships. For Thaiday and me, the transition from 
strangers to artistic collaborators to friends was realised in a considerably short space 
of time. We come from two very different worlds, which unite as one when we open 
dialogue about our common love of the ocean wilderness. This results in non-
Indigenous working with Indigenous, sharing ideas formed through different 
perspectives, histories and cultural influences towards common pursuits. 
This partnership began at a time when Thaiday was looking to expand on his long-
held dream of automating his work137 and I was developing a PhD topic to continue 
my studies at Sydney College of the Arts (SCA). Our partnership and continuing 
works were initially instigated through Kershaw. Clamshell 2013 (see Figure 87),138 
was our first foray into the co-created collaborative process. 
                                                     
137 Brian Robinson, personal communication with the author, 7 December 2017 (8.19, 26.50). See 
Appendix B. 
138 Ken Thaiday Snr—Erub Kebe Le—A Survey Exhibition 1990 to the Present Catalogue (Cairns Art 
Gallery, 2013). 
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Figure 87. detail Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr and Jason Christopher 
2013) 
Note: acrylic, cast aluminium, stainless steel, electronic components, 800 x 1,200 x 1,200 mm, 
photograph: Jason Christopher. 
During that period, Justin Bishop (see Figure 88), director of KickArts Contemporary 
Arts, was the Exhibitions Manager at the CAG and witnessed the development of our 
cross-cultural working relationship. Bishop has since remained close to the 
Thaiday/Christopher collaborations, acting as a conduit and advisor for both Thaiday 
and myself. 
 
Figure 88. Justin Bishop, Director of KickArts Contemporary Arts, Business, The Cairns Post (2013). 
Note: Photograph: Steve Pohlner, Accessed 10 August 2016, 
https://www.cairnspost.com.au/business/funding-cut-leaves-longterm-future-of-iconic-cairns-art-
gallery-in-limbo/news-story/b0f5f6e6fbe629cf4fc26151342fe18d. 
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Thaiday was in the process of preparing his first comprehensive solo show in 
Australia (Ken Thaiday Snr: Erub Kebele. A Survey Exhibition From 1990 to the 
Present) at the CAG. Thaiday’s agents, Michael and Di Kershaw (Directors of the 
AAN) were already in discussion with me regarding collaborative opportunities with 
Nona. I was introduced to the AAN by a colleague and friend, Wojciech Wawrzyniak, 
who introduced the use of laser etching technologies to artists Tipoti and Nona (see 
Figure 89). 
Having seen my work Battery Hens exhibited in the Wynne Prize 2012, the Kershaws 
were interested in how I might assist some of their artists. Dialogue soon developed 
towards what level of participation was achievable. I had just completed my Masters 
of Fine Art—which was orientated towards displacement of traditional practices as a 
consequence of advancing technologies—and was looking to expand my interests and 
ideas through the possibility of working with these artists. Having already developed 
a keen curiosity in their culture through annual travel to remote wilderness areas in 
Cape York and elsewhere, I took a deeper interest in their work. 
 
Figure 89. Alick Tipoti (L) and Michael Kershaw (R) in Cairns 
Photograph Jason Christopher (2014) 
Initially, there were financial incentives for the inclusion of my technical services for 
the production of works by some AAN artists. This opportunity was a result of the 
contemporary Torres Strait Islander art movement’s ascendancy and need for further 
technical exposure. Discussions developed surrounding a possible Nona proposal, 
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inspired by a private commission, but stalled when Nona was incarcerated. The 
resulting loss of opportunity led me to temporarily put the idea aside. Reflecting on 
my original intentions during this time led me to divert from my initial idea of 
supporting these artists through the introduction of new technologies. My interests 
became directed towards mutual opportunities that would benefit my own artistic line 
of inquiry as well as artists I engaged with. I became more interested in cross-cultural 
collaboration and the sharing of creative ideas between non-Indigenous and 
Indigenous Australians, as this harmonised with my own practice, interests and area 
of study. 
I maintained contact with AAN and soon, Kershaw proposed a possible opportunity 
with Thaiday. The CAG was to host a Survey exhibition of Thaiday’s work and 
wanted a newly created headlining sculpture to be produced for the show. I had 
previously taken interest in Thaiday’s work; however, I had not considered him a 
possible collaborative candidate. Thaiday is a leading artist and Elder within the 
community. Given his seniority and notoriety, I assumed it would be easier to work 
with a younger artist who might be more interested in what I could offer and more 
open to external involvement. These initial thoughts were incorrect. At the time, 
Thaiday’s practice was driven by an open-ended, forward-thinking approach towards 
preservation and the development of his culture. His acceptance and desire to expand 
on cultural themes was leading the way for many artists to expand their reach and 
artistic approach. This made the notion of working with such a well-respected and 
revered personality within the community and contemporary arts industry seem more 
achievable. Further research of his practice led me to realise that his work would be 
well-suited to the artistic collaborative process I had envisaged. 
The initial brief was to automate an existing sculpture, but our idea soon developed 
beyond these limitations. During the initial stages of our first artistic collaborative 
engagement, I recognised the potential for using Thaiday’s work as a scaffold for 
developing artistic collaborations that would fit into a unique genre of contemporary 
sculpture and performance. With Thaiday, I hoped to develop ideas and works that 
would encompass traditional and contemporary modes of object-making, 
incorporating song and dance within the physical presence of a self-automated 
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performative sculpture. As a consequence of our work together, I imagined the 
eventuation of many other areas of interest. 
 
Figure 90. Jason Christopher and Dr Ken Thaiday Snr discussing ideas in Cairns,  
Photograph Jaeme Christopher, (2013) 
I developed methods to enable automation of the work along with audio and video 
and hoped to bring these elements together within a single performative work inspired 
by the narrative style of contemporary Torres Strait Islander printmakers. For this, 
proposed an alternative plan to Thaiday: to create an entirely new work utilising a 
repertoire of technological production methods that combined complex computing 
programs, 3D printing and sophisticated electronic systems. The ensuing sculpture 
would embody a new aesthetic created from the scaffold of Thaiday’s previous work 
(Figure 90) and embody a whole new meaning. Thaiday agreed to this approach and 
the first of three major co-created collaborative works began. Justin Bishops recalls: 
However, Ken has also acknowledged that for him to be able to engage his work in a 
different methodology, he’s needing to let go of some of that, of his original aesthetic 
… To be able to translate into the material that he’s wanting, that idea that it does 
transition away from his original aesthetic … It becomes a different thing so, there is 
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that dialogue flow that takes backwards and forwards between the two artists … And 
I have seen that. And it happened with that first piece at the Cairns Regional Gallery 
commission.139 
The chance to combine these elements provided an opportunity to contribute in a 
creative capacity that would be self-rewarding in the context of my own art practice 
and serve Thaiday’s wish to develop his work further. The works provided a platform 
for subjects that I might otherwise be unable to present through my own practice. 
These included things of interest to me such as sharks, turtles and other marine life, 
which would, through my own artwork, be obvious and conceptually uninteresting. 
The use of these subjects, when connected with Thaiday’s culture, brought about a 
deeper level of significance that I was able to share. 
As the commission grew closer to fruition and my PhD became more focused, I was 
no longer interested in working in a non-artistic collaborative capacity with Thaiday 
or any other artist. It was extremely important for me to emphasise my position in 
initial dialogue concerning what form the collaboration might assume and to be 
honest about this issue. Anything other than this arrangement would not serve the 
research or my artistic practice. 
The opportunity to collaborate with Thaiday enabled the realisation of my thesis 
topic. I sought a point of difference that would enable input of developments as they 
occurred throughout the research period. With work in progress, the research could be 
underpinned by actual events as they unfolded. Thus, the research became primarily 
dependant on the perpetuation of new work in a relatively short period of time as the 
success of our first collaboration provided insufficient material for my research. 
While it was possible to work on many small local projects with Thaiday, exposure 
was a key element for substantiating my research. Thaiday and I aimed for an 
international audience and, after several setbacks, the right projects presented 
themselves. 
The success of the work Clamshell 2013 instilled in us the confidence to continue 
perusing opportunities and, within two years, we began preparations to produce a 
                                                     
139 Bishop, personal communication (4.47, 5.06, 5.21, 5.33). See Appendix B. 
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work on a monumental scale to be exhibited internationally at the Oceanographic 
Museum of Monaco. 
Shortly after approval was granted for Monaco and after discussions with Kershaw, I 
approached Thaiday to propose a collaborative work for the 20BoS. Further 
discussion led to the proposal of Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark 2016 to Artistic 
Director Stephanie Rosenthal, where I presented the CAD models I had developed for 
the Beizam work and described the context of our artistic collaborative engagement. 
The work’s inception originated with previous discussions in 2014, when I wanted to 
produce a work that would dance autonomously to Thaiday’s Beizam chant. Thaiday 
had developed a condition140 that prevented him from dancing and I wanted to 
produce work that would dance for him. Previous discussions between Kershaw, 
Steven Alderton (Australian Museum), Thaiday and I for a work to be commissioned 
by the Australian Museum (see Figure 91) was eventually paused to await funds. The 
Biennale’s acceptance of the proposal led to the third major work commencing in as 
many years. 
 
Figure 91. Jason Christopher, original collaborative proposal to the Australian Museum (2014) 
Note: Digital render. 
                                                     
140 Bishop, personal communication (25.41–26.16). See Appendix B. 
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Beyond minor funding for materials towards the Cairns commission and the Monaco 
works, the production of all the works was self-funded by myself and Beizam Triple 
Hammerhead Shark 2016 was entirely self-funded. Thaiday was never aware of the 
funding issues and was not informed by me or anyone else when the works were 
being produced as I did not want financial concerns to restrict our vision. The 
logistics of maintaining research, external work to raise funds, family obligations and 
producing the works in the time frame required presented many challenges. Indeed, 
Thaiday lived in Cairns and I lived in Sydney—a further issue for us to overcome. 
Creating the Dari and Beizam works simultaneously posed very different challenges; 
logistical, conceptual and ethical issues created many obstacles to producing these co-
created works. Delivering the work in unison required its own specialised approach 
and it was difficult to conceptually move from one design criterion to the next. The 
works were produced at various studio locations according to the production facilities 
required (see Figure 92 and Figure 93). Moving from one location to another 
(sometimes several times a day) in the design and production process presented 
additional challenges. 
   
Figure 92. Jason Christopher in various studio locations working on Beizam  
Photograph Jaeme Christopher, (2015) 
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Figure 93. Jason Christopher in various studio locations working on Dari  
Photograph Jaeme Christopher (2015) 
The creation of both works did not allow time to test, redesign or rectify issues that 
might have presented. They were worked on until the day of shipping and had to be 
ready and operational without the benefit of any pre-design and development phase. 
Adding to the complexity, I chased the deadline to the expected birth of my 3rd child, 
who arrived the day before the unfinished 20BoS work was to go live.  
The Dari works had an imminent air freight collection date that could not be delayed 
to get the works to Monaco in time for installation. Transportation and installation 
required works to be produced in a modular fashion and to fit together without my 
onsite supervision. This affected the design of the Dari components, which had to 
account for modularity. Similarly, the Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark, which was 
due shortly after the Dari works, required the resolution and production of complex 
engineering and sophisticated electronics that drive the automated system for the 
work to operate safely and continuously without servicing for a three-month period. 
In addition to financial and logistical difficulties in producing the works, there was 
also the challenge of working as an outsider within the constructs of culturally loaded 
themes. Reconciling political sensitivities, institutional and curatorial agendas and a 
host of external pressures all shaped the Indigenous/non-Indigenous artistic 
collaborative process. The next stage of this—exposing works in the public domain—
generated difficulties, the extent of which I underestimated. The naivety of my 
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intentions was presented to me by the ensuing reaction to the works. The insulated 
environment that Thaiday and I immersed ourselves in had presented a false sense of 
security and shielded us from external misconceptions that were beginning to 
materialise. Within this environment, we successfully navigated cultural sensitivities 
and developed the ability to work together in unison towards a cohesive outcome; the 
manifestation of our cross-cultural ethos was easily achieved. However, attaining 
external understanding and acceptance of this ethos presented challenges that remain 
unresolved. 
Misinterpretation of the work has presented many setbacks. My existence as a non-
Indigenous artist in the work has, for the most part, been denied. Managing 
institutional understanding and ensuring correct interpretation of the cross-cultural 
work has become a seemingly insurmountable task. Despite many conversations, 
accompanying historical notes detailing our partnership, contracts and binding 
agreements, the co-created collaborative nature of the works has not been fully 
accepted or fostered by institutions. Interestingly, the exception to this has been our 
involvement in the international exhibition TABA NABA at the Oceanographic 
Museum of Monaco. 
European perspectives appeared to accept the work’s cross-cultural origins and did 
not present any of the issues raised here in Australia. In line with this European 
perspective, the 20BoS Artistic Director Stephanie Rosenthal understood and showed 
genuine interest in the cross-cultural nature of the co-created Beizam work and went 
to great lengths to include it as a late entry into the exhibition. TABA NABA was the 
only occasion that the work was correctly described and discussed. Stéphane Jacob 
(the European exhibition coordinator) and others, including Sally Butler (a catalogue 
author), fully understood and promoted our cross-cultural collaborative 
arrangement.141 
Thaiday and I rarely discussed the implications of external factors. We conversed 
about the works within the context of our objective to create powerful contemporary 
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Alick Tipoti—Ken Thaiday Snr—Brian Robinson, from TABA NABA catalogue, eds. S. Jacob, E. 
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works of art for, as Thaiday would say, ‘the world to see’. This was the nature of our 
work together. I could not assist him in certain matters and he could not assist me in 
others. We played our roles in different areas to make the works a reality and dealt 
with our own personal external pressures independently. Excepting Thaiday’s concern 
for me, he was not worried about how our collaborative relationship was perceived by 
his peers, institutions, dealers, collectors and others. He owned his decision to co-
create with me and would not allow external opinions to bother him or compromise 
our work. Collectively, we did not want this issue to interfere with the purity of our 
relationship or to present complications that would distract from what we aimed to 
achieve. Thaiday works with me because that is what he wants to do. He believes that 
this is his chosen path, directed by God and that he and his wife, Aunty Lizzy, had 
their prayers answered by the possibilities our pairing provided. How the relationship 
was accepted by others was my domain to manage and evaluate. Nevertheless, 
Thaiday and I both consider the work and our relationship a great success (see Figure 
94 and Figure 95). Despite the hardships endured and the unfortunate lack of 
understanding from institutions in Australia, both our working relationship and 
friendship have been successful in many areas, which I feel privileged and enriched to 
be part of. 
The reporting of events and ensuing issues that I encountered are external to my 
friendship and artistic collaborative arrangement with Thaiday. Any discussion 
surrounding implications of our artistic collaborative work may have affected the 
creative outcome of the works and so was not discussed internally. If not for the 
research, I may have had little time or interest in these issues and I believe the works 
will, at some point in the future, be understood and recognised for what they 
represent. Acknowledging the presence of institutional prejudice in rejecting my non-
Indigenous involvement creates further divisions; denying it prevents the opportunity 
to bring the issue to the fore. By confronting the issue, I hope to contribute towards 
breaking down cross-cultural barriers within the arts sector and elsewhere. 
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Figure 94. Jason Christopher helping Uncle Ken reskin his drum with a goanna skin,  
Photograph Jaeme Christopher, (2014) Note: Still from video. 
 
 
Figure 95. (T) Uncle Ken with friend preparing goanna skin, (B) Jason Christopher helping Uncle Ken 
and his friend reskin his drum with a goanna skin  
Photograph Jaeme Christopher (2014) Note: Still from video. 
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Further to this, Bishop acknowledged how our work may contribute towards the 
promotion of cross-cultural engagement: 
You are going to go through the hard yards for this for a long while yet to come but, I 
think, know and take comfort in the fact that you are at the edge of making this 
conversation take place.142 
Ironically, my research relied on the narration of events that would form difficulties 
associated with what Thaiday and I placed in the public domain. It is these difficulties 
that are beneficial in adding value and interest to the research. Now that we have three 
major works in the public domain, produced in relatively intimate and private 
seclusion from the issues faced, in the future, we may receive an opportunity to 
produce work that addresses the problems that these artistic collaborative works 
uncovered. 
Prior to the first collaboration, I considered potential issues and sought advice to 
ensure that I entered the collaborative process on equal terms and with institutional 
recognition due to me. This in no way reflected how I perceived Thaiday’s thoughts 
on the cross-cultural collaborative arrangement; it was solely focused on concerns 
regarding Australian institutional perspectives based on advice from within the 
industry. 
The first issues were encountered shortly after the Erub Kebe Le exhibition. While 
undertaking research for a paper, I uncovered some material representing the work as 
a solo effort by Thaiday, with my involvement omitted from the titles and 
descriptions. It quickly became apparent that the CAG was not representing 
Clamshell 2013 correctly, despite signed contracts and processes instated to ensure 
that the artistic collaborative nature of the works was understood and recognised. 
Such a lack of understanding filters down to the viewing public and this continues to 
be a barrier in need of constant negotiation and clarification. Once information is in 
the public domain, it is almost impossible to retrieve and rewrite. Incorrect labelling 
and descriptions on wall panels are easily rectified during shows; however, once the 
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exhibition is concluded, ongoing information surrounding the works such as articles, 
critiques, catalogue information and archival notes are difficult to track and rectify. 
The CAG experience sharpened my awareness of difficulties that lay ahead in 
continuing artistic collaborative works with Thaiday. A unique opportunity to 
promote Indigenous/non-Indigenous engagement was unfortunately not explored. 
Post-exhibition, recognition from the CAG did not reflect the agreed concept of our 
collaborative engagement and spirit of the work. It also was misaligned with the 
contractual agreement signed by all parties. However, as the acting exhibitions 
manager at the time, Bishop’s support of the inclusion and acknowledgement of me as 
an artist was clear during the commissioning of Clamshell 2013: 
That said, in light of Ken’s solo exhibition and the inclusion of the work in that show, 
that acknowledgement of you as a collaborating artist was clear.143 
Misinterpretation was not unexpected and became part of the course. Difficulties in 
getting the message across were compounded by levels of engagement filtered ‘down 
the chain’ and the correct source information was not communicated. In some 
circumstances and to suit marketing agendas, publicists controlled what material went 
to media outlets without any comprehension of the accuracy of the content. Articles 
and catalogue essays were written without prior investigation or were based on 
misinformation. In other circumstances, curatorial agendas ignored my involvement 
and presented a condescending attitude towards Thaiday’s wishes, denying true 
descriptions of the work. 
My experience of the way our works were portrayed post-contract has been 
concerning. From the onset of negotiations, contracts were drawn to ensure that our 
works would not be misrepresented; once signed, their content would seemingly be 
dismissed to fulfil other objectives and agendas after the project had begun. This 
scenario is difficult to prevent and occurs once works are underway or being 
exhibited. By this stage, it is too late; catalogues are printed and the media and 
audience have already formed opinions. The clear majority of reporting does not 
describe the work correctly, promote collaborative engagement initiatives or 
acknowledge the works as artistic co-created collaborations. The pressure to minimise 
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misleading information, respond to countless gallery email requests and the 
production and exhibiting logistics, combined with financial strain, provided testing 
challenges. 
While the Thaiday/Christopher collaboration was clear to us, external parties placed 
unnecessary complexities on understanding our relationship. The idea that Thaiday 
could artistically collaborate on mutual terms with a non-Indigenous artist was not 
understood or accepted by some. There was a lack of interest in exploring the backend 
story of the works or how they may contribute to the promotion of cultural exchange. 
It appeared that some curators lacked understanding or a sense of what Thaiday was 
capable of achieving at this stage in his career beyond his solo practice and in the 
context of the areas explored within the co-created works. This in no way understates 
Thaiday’s practice or abilities; however, it must be acknowledged that these new co-
created works would not have been possible without my artistic collaborative 
engagement in working with Thaiday—and which Thaiday and those privy to our 
engagements openly acknowledged and supported (Bishop, Kershaw and Jacob): 
The reason being is, and no disrespect to Uncle Ken, but he is just not capable of 
doing that. He needs other creative input to achieve that vision, fundamentally. 
That I don’t think is necessarily being, understood, and it’s not necessarily being 
acknowledged and may not continue to be acknowledged until agendas change.144  
There is also a sense that my presence within the co-created works was 
underestimated by curators who may have been under the impression that I would not 
enforce recognition of my contributions to the co-created engagements and 
corresponding contractual agreements. Perhaps, they hoped I might disappear in the 
curatorial agenda. Unfortunately, many interesting facets that the work encompassed 
were often dismissed and the positive contribution towards sharing ideas and dialogue 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australia was not promoted. Not recognising 
and celebrating the success of our cross-cultural collaborative relationship constitutes 
the most disappointing failure. 
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Institutions were right to present our work among an Indigenous cultural drive in the 
context of 21st century paradigms. That our work comprises 50% non-Indigenous 
creative ownership should not have presented the seemingly irresolvable issues that 
these institutions failed to accept. Other collaborations where the overwhelming 
balance is orientated towards the Indigenous collaborator do not face these issues. 
Knowing and anticipating that our works are seldom understood, I have since ensured 
that the exhibiter understands the distinction between Thaiday’s solo practice and our 
collaborative works before any dialogue surrounding a decision to show either or both 
works takes place. To date, exhibiting the Thaiday/Christopher works in Australia has 
not attracted interest in areas of cross-cultural exchange or the concept of cross-
cultural creative ownership. This is at odds with the history and making of the Torres 
Strait Islander contemporary art movement. External influence and cultural adaptation 
has always been part of their culture and is well-documented. Most curators, writers 
and affiliated people working in the Indigenous art field recognise this. Exchange 
with neighbouring cultures, new Island narrative style borrowed from Aboriginal 
artists and Torres Strait Islanders unification and wide acceptance of Christian 
paradigms incorporated among their cultural traditions are evidence of this.  
Through this observation, a conclusion could be drawn demonstrating a conscious 
decision that is driven by certain agendas that ignore a history of outsider 
participation in their cultural development. Driving an Indigenous agenda and 
promoting Indigenous culture may be better achieved by engaging in constructs of 
more contemporary environments. This includes areas fostering improved cultural 
understanding through cross-cultural engagement. The co-created works are involved 
in achieving this outcome through direct cultural interaction and sharing Indigenous 
culture enriches Australia’s multicultural agenda and empowers Indigenous tradition. 
The same issues that I faced are shared among other non-Indigenous artists 
collaborating with Indigenous cultures conceptually. Sensitivities that prevent fair and 
balanced attribution reveal a lack of respect and understanding for the Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous artists involved. It also manifests a condescending attitude towards 
Indigenous artists’ decisions. The Ghost Net Projects are an example of successful 
collaborative engagement between indigenous and non-indigenous artists however the 
reporting of the works is often orientated towards referencing indigenous artists and 
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themes over more universal themes and non-indigenous artists. This sentiment was 
discussed with me on several occasions when investigating the work of some non-
indigenous artists involved in the Ghost Net Projects. My discussions with Griffiths 
also reflect this outcome and is discussed further on. There are many instances where 
institutions exhibit works that are Indigenous/non-Indigenous collaborations without 
the input of conceptual or artistic design and which do not attract the same issues. 
Artists such as Tipoti, Nona and Robinson all collaborate with non-Indigenous 
artists/artisans and technicians; however, the collaborating outsider mostly resides in 
the background. In this case, they are credited as ‘collaborators’ in a sense of 
technical expertise and knowledge imparted to, or performed for, the artist. This 
arrangement is usually agreed upon and, in most circumstances, the collaborating 
outsider is content with this arrangement. Kershaw cites a history and example of this: 
There is a history of collaboration, for example UAP145, where the 
fabricator/collaborator does not seek recognition.146 
Works such as Tipoti’s Kisay Dhungal and 2008 sculpture Adhaz Parw Negoedhe 
Buk were made in collaboration with artists and artisans at UAP (Urban Arts Projects) 
and many of his large celebrated prints were produced in collaboration with Trembley 
and others. Likewise, this was done by Nona and Robinson, most recently with his 
civic sculpture Citizens Gateway: 
Tipoti collaborated with the Brisbane-based Urban Arts Projects company to produce 
the sculpture. Their team of artisans worked side by side with Tipoti in shaping the 
form of the artwork and casting incised designs into the bronze surface.147 
UAP worked collaboratively with Robinson, to deliver this sculptural homage to the 
reef, translating his distinctive aesthetic into a powerful sculptural form.148 
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Residing in the background reduces the risk for institutions and alleviates many 
perceived hazards associated with prominent attribution of outsiders in Indigenous 
works. In the case of Thaiday and I, where bilateral acknowledgement is expected, 
there is a tendency to attempt to disproportionately separate our roles through a lack 
of definition in the descriptions associated with the works. For instance the works are 
almost always described in the following context; Thaiday’s work “title” in 
collaboration with Christopher. When in fact the works are not exclusively Thaiday’s 
work and sit outside his solo practice. The correct representation should not mention 
the works as either Thaiday’s or Christophers work, they are works in collaboration 
with each other. 
There are many different levels on which artists engage in collaboratively. Artistically 
co-created collaborations and technical collaboration differ in many ways. There 
exists a distinction between creatives working together, formulating conceptual ideas 
and aesthetics jointly integrated into the work and technicians working to assist in the 
production of a work on behalf of the artist. In responding to the question ‘What is the 
main difference you can identify between collaborations that involve technicians or 
fabricators and artistic collaborations?’ Griffiths states: 
I think it really depends on the level of artistic and creative input, again something 
which needs to be agreed on very early in discussions. In many cases, the art is about 
concept and not the making; it is a role that each person needs to understand and be 
able to articulate clearly—it is a role also for teachers to understand. It is all in the 
acknowledgement and the level of comfort each party has with that. Creating a 
platform that the Gallery system and others understand is also important.149 
In an assessment of the variety of collaborative scenarios in which artists engage, the 
term ‘collaborator’ is problematic as it leaves the level of engagement open to 
interpretation with no real indication of each artist’s input/output. This is only ever 
understood through the curatorial representation of the work, which is open to 
distortion. Titles without accurate descriptions do little to represent the level of 
engagement undertaken. 
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Bishop delineates collaboration and co-creation in the context of the methodology 
applied by Thaiday and me. He believes that the symmetry with which we engage and 
introduce our perspective through dialogue allows even distribution of effect on the 
works we create: 
Look, I think it just takes time … and this comes back to what we talked about with 
the fundamental difference between the idea of collaboration and co-creation … 
where in a collaboration, there can tend to [be] an asymmetrical partnership involved. 
So that means there is either more input from one side of the partnership or more 
work done by one partner perceptibly, you know, at least from inside the partnership 
to begin with … Whereas in the co-creation part, which is where I firmly see what’s 
happened with what you and Ken have done together as being exactly that … It’s a 
very symmetrical process whereby you have acknowledged there is a tradition and a 
history and cultural background that comes with it … However, Ken has also 
acknowledged that for him to be able to engage his work in a different methodology, 
he’s needing to let go of his … original aesthetic. It becomes a different thing, so 
there is that dialogue flow that takes backwards and forwards between the two artists 
… And I have seen that. And it happened with that first piece at the Cairns Regional 
Gallery commission.150 
When agreeing upon the relationship, the artists involved must clarify what position 
they will take in determining their arrangement and the attribution of works. 
Regardless of whether the arrangement is symmetrical or asymmetrical, once this is 
clear, the curatorial team must understand and describe the work accordingly and in 
agreement with rights of all parties to be correctly credited and acknowledged. 
Collaboration is rarely straightforward within the arts; there are endless collaborative 
scenarios and sometimes clear definitions are not easily finalised. Interpretation of 
these scenarios is easily confused through a number of different circumstances. In our 
case, the cross-cultural nature of the work compounded the issue. In Indigenous/non-
Indigenous artistic collaboration, the issue becomes more complex when 
collaboration involves sharing ideas, creativity and ownership. Often bending to 
sensitivities, there is a disparity in the acknowledgement afforded to the collaborating 
non-Indigenous artist. This is what I have experienced and documented and is the 
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general tone of conversation among other non-Indigenous artists involved in similar 
situations. 
I had the opportunity to meet other collaborating artists and discuss many aspects of 
collaboration through my participation in the 20th Biennale of Sydney and the TABA 
NABA exhibition. In particular informal discussions with the Ghost Net artists, 
including Griffiths who has an extensive working history as a non-indigenous artist 
working with indigenous artists. This was beneficial in providing some insight into 
issues other non-indigenous artists faced being represented correctly for their 
collaborative roles in the production of artworks. Ghost Net Project artists provided 
the closest scenario for me to reference in context to my co-creations with Thaiday. 
The Ghost net projects are based on universal themes that include indigenous cultural 
content. For Thaiday and me our work also comments on universal themes as well as 
connections to Thaiday’s culture.    
Griffiths is a practicing artist, mentor and educator (see Figure 96) who has been 
collaborating for over 25 years and spent most of her adult life based in the Torres 
Strait Islands. Her relationship with Indigenous communities began on Thursday 
Island in 1992 when she established the TAFE Art Department. 
 
Figure 96.Erub Art Centre Artistic Director Lynnette Griffiths, (2017) 
Source: Photograph Andrew Watson The Australian, accessed 20 December  2017, https:// 
www.theaustralian.com.au%2Flife%2Fweekend-australian-magazine%2Ftorres-strait-islanders-weave-
killer-fishing-nets-into-works-of-art%2Fnews-story. 
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Griffiths is instrumental in participating in and promoting the Australian Ghost Net 
Movement: a weaving movement based on Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
collaborative practice, telling stories of ocean life and conservation.151 
The Ghost Net Movement achieved prominent local and international success and 
became a new driving force for many artists wishing to engage in contemporary 
modes of expression through cross-cultural collaboration (see Figure 97). Kershaw 
situates this movement among few major shifts that have occurred over the last 20 
years: 
The more recent advent of the Ghost Netting genre popularised by the Darney Island 
Artists has brought a new dimension to the TSI art movement.152 
 
Figure 97. Artists of Erub Arts, (2015) 
Note: Photograph Lynnette Griffiths Accessed 20 December 2017, 
https://www.artsdaustralie.com/monaco-ghostnet-erub.html. Source: Erub Arts, Arts d’Australie. 
I have remained in contact with Griffiths and gained interesting insights into 
collaborative processes and group co-created engagements, both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous, in which Griffiths has participated. Her involvement through facilitation, 
promotion and artistic engagement has been instrumental in gaining the attention of 
an international audience. Griffiths works across various platforms within the Ghost 
Net Movement and arts education programs. Working over an extended period within 
the genre of cross-cultural engagement has provided her with the opportunity to 
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develop systems that help negate the possibility of artists being disproportionately 
credited or compensated for their work in the collaborative dynamic. 
The collaborative ethos ensures that the Ghost Net Movement maintains that the aims 
and objectives of the works are focused towards global issues of conservation and 
lifestyle. This ensures cross-cultural recognition and celebration of non-
Indigenous/Indigenous participation, as stated by Griffiths: 
In my role as Arts Development: collaborations in Ghost Net came about due to the 
role of non-Indigenous people never being hidden but celebrated, even if the larger 
gallery system or the media doesn’t always see or acknowledge that aspect. It is 
always written in statements and documentation.153 
Despite these measures and Griffiths’s collaborative ethos, the propensity to focus on 
works from Indigenous perspectives rather than the broader context of conservation 
and lifestyle remains. Griffiths has a long history of bringing cultures together 
through creative art projects that are multilayered in both meaning and aesthetic. 
Undermining of this basic ethos is recalled by Griffiths through personal experience: 
In Australia, the difficulty has been, in my opinion, both with funding and also the 
theoretical belief that something ‘traditional’ may be stolen or taken away and 
therefore, devalued in the hands of a non-Indigenous person. 
I have been told on more than one occasion that ‘we love your work you simply 
aren’t the right colour’. Or with photographers, ‘could we just have the artists in this 
shot’—meaning ‘please step out because being white makes you not valid in this 
instance’. Which is clear; obviously I am white. However, to not see past that as 
someone who has worked with, mentored and co-created, I think, is short sighted. 
Does the photographer, gallery or interviewer believe that by inclusion suddenly they 
would be showing some sort of paternalism?154 
In today’s contemporary art market, it would be difficult to find an example where the 
collaborating Indigenous artists were left out of attribution of work from an 
Indigenous/non-Indigenous collaboration. When curatorial and media agendas ignore 
Indigenous artists’ wishes to collaborate cross-culturally, it perpetuates a 
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condescending and dismissive attitude towards Indigenous affairs. Segregating or 
delineating artists based on race in joint artistic projects contributes to multiple issues 
that Australia’s race relations face. Each collaborative situation is unique and requires 
its own specialised set of negotiations. There are many examples of collaborative 
partnerships within the Torres Strait Islander contemporary art movement, which I 
have referenced. The circumstances under which they operate are governed by the 
individual choices of each artist involved. 
 
Figure 98. Lynette Griffiths in collaboration with Erub Arts and wider Facebook community, Tup, 
Ghost Nets of the Ocean (2017) 
Note: Reclaimed fishing net and rope, installation view at Tarnanthi Festival of Contemporary 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Art, photographer Lynette Griffiths. Courtesy of the artist, Art 
Source. Accessed 15 January 2018, http://www.artsource.net.au/Magazine/Articles/The-Role-of-Art-
in-Decolonisation. 
The current movement mostly developed based on their ability to successfully 
collaborate with an expansive array of artists, technicians, craftspeople and 
tradespeople. Tipoti, Nona and Robinson all collaborate to realise their work and were 
also influenced and trained in their formative years by non-Indigenous artists. Aside 
from the cultural underpinnings of their work, successful collaborative relationships 
between Torres Strait Islander artists and non-Indigenous artists are the cornerstone 
from which this movement originated. The origins of these artistic alliances are 
represented through the pioneering involvement of artist, teacher and mentor Eglitis 
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and artist, Master Printmaker Tremblay155. Many others have been involved in the 
production of these works; however, Eglitis and Tremblay are arguably the most 
influential in fostering the trajectory of the movement, which began prior to Tremblay 
joining Eglitis at Cairns TAFE in 2003. According to Rothwell: 
The collaboration that took place between Aboriginal artists and Western printmakers 
in those foundation times was something more than just a simple working together. 
For Tremblay, its essence lies in a psychological contact allied with a physical 
process: an “embodying in new form of the design, which is wholly that of the 
artist”.156 
Eglitis is responsible for the introduction of lino-inscribed etchings (see Figure 99), 
which provided a base from which artists like Nona were able to pioneer the idea of 
Island narratives by translating their culture through the process of lino etching. 
Tremblay then took up the mantle of collaborating with these artists to realise their 
works on a grand scale. This development instigated the ensuing commercial success 
artists have enjoyed. 
 
Figure 99. Brinsmead artist Anna Eglitis with her work, The Dreaming Tree, which has been 
reproduced on the new bridge at Boomboora Park (2015) 
Source: Photograph Stewart McLean Cairns Post, retrieved 20 January 2018, 
https://www.cairnspost.com.au/entertainment/cairns-artist-anna-eglitiss-piece-the-dreaming-tree-adds-
finishing-touch-to-popular-goomboora-park/news-story/bb848de6270523e0021bff95228d6a85. 
While Eglitis paved the way, Tremblay (Figure 100 and Figure 101) is undeniably the 
unsung hero behind the spectacular etchings that followed his involvement and 
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became internationally acclaimed works of contemporary art. This occurred based on 
the mainland Aboriginals’ commercial success, who Tremblay had also worked with. 
Tremblay’s and Eglitis’s influence on the transition to lino etching helped these artists 
gain international flavour through stylised patterns and simplicity of recognisable 
imagery. 
 
Figure 100. Theo Tremblay, 1992, printing a lithograph for Kalumburu artist Barbara Backstrom, 
(1992) 
Photograph: Peter Wells, Garland Mag. Note: Retrieved 30 June  2016, 
https://garlandmag.com/article/workshops-of-the-world-editions-tremblay/attachment/6-theo-tremblay-
1992-studio-one-inc/. 
 
Figure 101. Creative Cowboy Master Printer Theo Tremblay 
Note: Retrieved 18 August 2017, https://www.creativecowboyfilms.com/blog_posts/the-master-printer. 
165 
It is wholly the skill and achievement of the artist to exploit these influences and 
create ground-breaking works; and the Torres Strait Islander artists are successful 
exponents of this trait. These collaborative engagements paved the way for artists; 25 
years later, this legacy continues to fuel the development of new and inventive 
methods that artists can express their culture. 
The efforts of collaborators like Tremblay and Eglitis provided me with opportunities 
to work on my art practice alongside Thaiday’s to formulate our personalised version 
of an Indigenous/non-Indigenous artistic collaboration. However, the way I chose to 
work with Thaiday differs considerably from Tremblay and others who choose not to 
interfere conceptually or, at least, to not be openly credited for creative input. Others 
may have been rewarded financially or simply the opportunity to work with these 
artists. 
In an article written for The Australian, Tremblay explains his role in the 
collaborative dynamic: 
The message is the most important part of the art. In the printmaking process here, 
when we’re at the table, the artist is in control the whole time of that story. In terms 
of serving them, I honour their presence, I work with them just as I might with the 
best mainstream artists, presenting different ways in which an image can be printed. 
This leaves a large space for interpretation and collaboration: how to foreground a 
theme and create the atmospherics of a work. The authority of the artist is balanced 
against the receptivity of the artist to input and to ideas. 
I think we’ve all got used to the idea of collaborating, co-working, says Tremblay, 
but I don’t want to show my role, I want it to be a subtle, secret element in the mix — 
like in a symphony, when the flute playing softly is barely audible amid an ensemble 
of 60 instruments but still present and somehow vital to the tone of the whole.157 
In formulating the Thaiday/Christopher works, a collective conscious decision based 
on our personal agendas led to employment of the symmetrical collaborative model. 
This would form mutually benefitting circumstances and our works follow in the 
footsteps of Eglitis and Tremblay’s engagements, expanding new areas that artists can 
access. Among these benefits, I was personally enriched by learning more about 
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Indigenous cultures, the creation of subject matter for my research and expanding my 
own artistic footprint to fulfil areas of interest and artistic development. For Thaiday, 
the work concerned continuing a tradition of cultural exploration, finding ways to 
transition his practice to remain at the  pinnacle of cultural development and 
contemporary art making. 
The works themselves concern sharing and exchanging ideas on neutral ground and 
without prejudice. The exchange of ideas through this type of engagement leads to 
further understanding between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australia. With long-
held prejudices firmly entrenched in Australian culture, institutions cannot disregard 
work of this type. The countering of these prejudices through fostering 
engagements—such as Thaiday’s and mine—has not been forthcoming and is 
something we have had to fight for. 
My continual interest in producing work of this kind with Thaiday is driven by the 
creative satisfaction derived from contributing to this area, persistent challenges and 
many interesting facets of their culture. I am investing in the future of the Torres 
Strait Islands and global cultural enrichment and am privileged to be able to play a 
part in that pursuit. The next three subsections will describe each collaborative event 
that manifested as a result of our work. 
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3.1.1. Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 2013: the beginning of a cross-cultural 
relationship 
This subsection primarily focuses on challenges and successes encountered 
collaborating with Thaiday to produce Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 2013, 
commissioned by the CAG (see Figure 102).158 
 
Figure 102. Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason Christopher, 2013) 
Note: Acrylic, cast aluminium, stainless steel, electronic components, 800 x 1,200 x 1,200 mm. 
Photograph: Jason Christopher. 
As Clamshell 2013 is the first of three major works, this subsection will cover the 
history of events through to the completion of the two subsequent works. A detailed 
description of the co-creation process and subsequent issues that our cross-cultural 
engagement endured will also be covered. 
Our first collaborative arrangement commenced in 2013. A working methodology 
was created, allowing cultural sensitivities, ego, personal agendas and many other 
areas to be successfully navigated. Mutual understanding and an ensuing artistic 
partnership were formulated through the process of creating Clamshell 2013 and 
                                                     
158 Justin Bishop, ‘Transition to Automation’, 48–52. 
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enabled Thaiday and me to share in cross-cultural exchange through the artistic 
collaborative process. Through this inquiry, contrasting methodologies employed to 
produce Hammerhead Shark with Clamshell and Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 
2013 (see Figure 103) will be discussed. The institutional response to our co-created 
work will also be reconstructed and questioned through the presentation of events 
post-production. The mutual benefits we enjoyed by collaborating on this particular 
project and subsequent opportunities for continuing collaborative engagement will 
also be explored.  
 
Figure 103. Hammerhead Shark with Clam Shell, Dr Ken Thaiday Snr, 
Note: Plywood, enamel paint, fishing wire, steel tubing, 500 x 1,090 x 1,300 mm, Australian Art 
Network Accessed 30 September 2013, http://australianartnetwork.com.au/shop/artwork/hammerhead-
shark-with-clam-shell/. 
Through my initial investigations of collaborative engagements within the Torres 
Strait Islander contemporary art movement, I identified an area that was open to 
exploration. Being unable to find works entering the digital sphere and examples of 
symmetrical cross-cultural collaborative engagement provided an opportunity to 
develop a new cross-cultural collaborative aesthetic and mode of representation 
previously unseen.   
This collaboration allowed me to contribute in a direct and positive way towards 
understanding cultural barriers between Indigenous and Western cultures. Having a 
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limited understanding of Indigenous culture, it was a personal goal to learn and 
understand their history, customs and traditions and to better affiliate myself with 
Australia’s Indigenous history and the effects of colonisation. 
When an opportunity finally presented, Thaiday; unfortunately, was being evicted 
from his Cairns-based studio at Canopy159. This led to Thaiday and Kershaw parting 
ways for a period of time. Kershaw, still working in the background put me in contact 
with Andrea May Churcher, Director of the CAG, to develop matters further. Through 
a series of negotiations, particularly regarding the artistic nature of the collaboration, 
contracts were drawn up and a small fund for materials was obtained. At this point, I 
had not met Thaiday nor discussed the collaboration. I was relying on others to 
orchestrate our engagement and had only been given references to Thaiday’s previous 
work (see Figure 104) as possible candidates for the collaboration.  
 
Figure 104. Dr Ken Thaiday Snr—shared his tribute to his Uncle Koik in Canopy Studio (2012) 
Photograph: Jess Van Den Epheriell, Epheriell Designs, accessed 2 September 2017, 
http://epherielldesigns.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/Day-1-Jess-Van-Den-EpheriellDesigns-
49.jpg. 
                                                     
159 Canopy Art Centre, Canopy Art Centre Home, accessed 4 March 2016, 
http://www.canopyartcentre.com/. 
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From this point, my main contact was Justin Bishop, who was (at the time) 
Exhibitions Manager at the CAG. I flew to Cairns to meet Thaiday and Bishop and 
discussed moving forward with a work. Bishop and Kershaw have since acted as the 
conduit between Thaiday and myself. Bishop is now the Director of KickArts 
Contemporary Arts in Cairns. Their contribution to the facilitation of our artistic 
collaborations has been instrumental in achieving the works. Bishop is a trusted 
guiding force for many artists, especially Thaiday (see Figure 105). He has aided him 
on many personal and artistic fronts. Bishop and Kershaw have contributed to the 
success of our collaborative works and the accumulation of research material by 
providing valuable information and insight into the area of Indigenous and 
contemporary arts. Through the introduction of our families, artistic practices and a 
common love of the ocean we gained repour and respect for one another. 
 
Figure 105. (L) Jason Christopher, (C) Dr Ken Thaiday Snr, (R) Justin Bishop. at the opening of Ken 
Thaiday Snr’s Erub Kebe Le Exhibition  
Photograph Jaeme Christopher, (2013) 
Transparency and a clear collaborative objective were the first steps in developing 
and achieving our artistic partnership and ensuing friendship. A meeting was 
organised by Bishop, in a pop-up studio space in Cairns. Thaiday and I discussed how 
we would orchestrate the artistic collaboration and Thaiday provided insight into the 
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stories behind several works, how he operated them and what the movements 
represented (see Figure 106). 
 
Figure 106.Jason Christopher and Dr Ken Thaiday Snr discussing ideas in Cairns  
Photograph Jaeme Christopher, (2013) 
After careful consideration, one work stood out as the best possible candidate: 
Hammerhead Shark with Clamshell. Thaiday narrated the story behind the work: 
When spearfishing on Erub as a boy over a shallow coral reef, Thaiday spotted a 
hammerhead shark that had become trapped by a giant clam. He felt pity for the shark 
and released it from the clam. The work and story held my attention and the physical 
nature of the sculpture allowed the automated process to be incorporated in an 
interesting way that suited the story and orchestration of movements. I later learned 
that Thaiday’s story held special significance. His totem is the hammerhead shark; 
however, it was not until later in his life that he realised the significance of what that 
meant to him. During his fishing days, Thaiday would often catch and kill sharks, 
sometimes selling their fins to local Asian buyers for shark fin soup. Later in life, he 
began to rethink the capture of sharks, especially hammerhead sharks. Thaiday no 
longer captures and kills sharks in respect for his totem and for the greater good of 
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shark conservation. It is fitting that story of the shark and clam has come ‘full-circle’ 
for him with Thaiday again assuming the role of protector of sharks.160 
 
Figure 107. Dr Ken Thaiday Snr with Triple Hammerhead Shark in Cairns (2014) 
Photograph Jason Christopher 
The initial idea was to design and fuse mechanical devices that would work within the 
original sculpture; however, the structural integrity of the original work was 
inadequate to accommodate automation. I proposed to Thaiday to develop a 
completely new work based on the original. In hindsight, the development of an 
entirely new artwork is what set the tone for our co-creative partnership and 
positioned the work within a new genre of contemporary Torres Strait Islander 
artworks. Beginning with a few hand-drawn sketches for discussion with Thaiday, a 
blueprint for the new work was conceived and agreed upon. Once back in Sydney, 
work began in earnest. 
Our first collaborative work involved conceptually redesigning, reformatting and 
automating the work using a computerised system that would orchestrate the narrative 
of Thaiday’s story. The new work required the use of sophisticated technologies and 
CAD programs to design and animate the work on the computer (see Figure 108), 
before implementing 3D printing technologies to produce patterns. The patterns were 
                                                     
160 Australian Museum, Triple Beizam Hammerhead Shark Headdress, Film, accessed 15 August 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ke0DZHwUYE4. 
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then cast and machined in aluminium before being fused with an automated system 
comprising computer-driven electric actuators. 
 
Figure 108. Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
Note: CAD render image. 
Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 2013 would reference Thaiday's Hammerhead 
Shark with Clamshell. The original work operated by pulling lines that enabled 
various movements of the work. It was produced out of plywood, nylon fishing line, 
plastic, steel tubing, enamel paint, found objects and various other natural and 
synthetic materials (see Figure 109). 
  
Figure 109. (L) Hammerhead Shark with Clam Shell, Dr Ken Thaiday Snr 
Note: Plywood, enamel paint, fishing wire, steel tubing, 500 x 1,090 x 1,300 mm, Australian Art 
Network, accessed 30 September 2013, http://australianartnetwork.com.au/shop/artwork/hammerhead-
shark-with-clam-shell/. 
Figure 110. (R) Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark  (Jason Christopher 2013), WIP  
Photograph Jason Christopher 
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I was tasked with redesigning the work utilising modern technologies and materials 
(see Figure 111) and allowing technology to dictate the new aesthetic and movement. 
The new sculpture enabled autonomous movement through the programming of a 
computerised controller system. A case study documenting the design and build 
process of Clamshell 2013 accompanies this section in Appendix E. 
 
Figure 111. 3D printed parts—Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark ( Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason 
Christopher , 2013) 
Photograph: Jason Christopher. 
There were many obstacles and unforeseen issues to be navigated and overcome. 
Clamshell 2013 became the centrepiece for Thaiday’s retrospective exhibition. Five 
years after making its first appearance at the CAG, it played a role in the 2017 3rd 
National Indigenous Arts Triannual (NIAT) held at the National Art Gallery of 
Australia (NGA). The timing of our collaborative engagement coincided with the 
artistic trajectory of Thaiday’s practice and long-held dream to mechanise his work as 
well as my own artistic direction and area of research. It also aligned with Thaiday’s 
and his wife Aunty Elizabeth’s prayers (since the loss of his studio and impaired 
movement due to a medical condition) that he would regain his art practice. Thaiday’s 
faith is an important driving force towards the production of his work and he believes 
it was God’s plan that brought us together. 
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I cannot discount Thaiday’s faith in our union—his religious beliefs are inextricably 
connected to his work. It is easy to share Thaiday’s vision and faith regardless of my 
own personal beliefs and our partnership has provided the next evolution in the 
development of his long-standing practice and contributed towards a growing 
contemporary art movement.  
Justin Bishop discussed the technological evolution of Thaiday’s work culminating in 
the collaborative production of Clamshell 2013 within the catalogue description161. 
The cross-cultural nature and conceptual/cultural underpinnings and methodologies 
employed in the production of the work created a unique environment for discussion 
when compared to other contemporary works produced in Torres Strait Islander art 
markets. The work tested many boundaries in contemporary design and aesthetics 
with the inclusion of a non-Indigenous artist in conceptual decision-making for a 
work of cultural importance. As the centrepiece of Thaiday’s solo retrospective, it 
would endure scrutiny from Indigenous/non-Indigenous critics, his community and 
the general public. Thaiday’s standing in the community would draw much attention 
towards any work that created new areas in which their culture could be promoted. 
 
Figure 112. (L) Jason Christopher and (R) Dr Ken Thaiday Snr at the opening of Ken Thaiday Snr’s 
Erub Kebe Le Exhibition  
Photograph Jaeme Christopher, (2013) 
                                                     
161 Bishop, ‘Transition to Automation’, 48–52. 
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Perhaps a conflict of interest, but also an opinion few could argue with, would be 
Thaiday’s appraisal of the work. With his authority and standing within the 
community, Thaiday would be the work’s best-suited judge of whether the integration 
of a non-Indigenous artist, new design aspects and automated technologies produced a 
successful outcome for the work.  
I was confidant, issues of ownership, privacy and cultural authenticity would not play 
a role by virtue of the fact that Thaiday owned and held the story behind the work. 
Being a leading Elder in an elevated position of respect, Thaiday would be unlikely to 
risk offence towards his culture. If the end result did not satisfy Thaiday or his 
community’s expectations, he would not have willingly placed the work front and 
centre in his retrospective exhibition. Thaiday’s standing and authority on Torres 
Strait Islander matters was a reassuring safeguard for my involvement and highlighted 
my luck in being involved with someone who could guide the situation through the 
correct pathways. Thankfully, Thaiday’s expectations were exceeded, creating the 
drive to continue artistic collaborative ideas towards future works. 
Bishop reflects on his involvement in the first work and resulting acceptance by 
Thaiday of the cross-cultural co-created ethos we had developed together: 
I was part of that dialogue indirectly and I could see that communication take place. 
The piece is certainly a very fantastic departure for Ken’s practice; it’s taken that into 
a different thing and obviously, he has taken on board the aesthetic that you have 
brought to it and has embraced that and that’s when you guys started working on the 
second piece, which was far more ambitious. I think the consensus is quite clear to 
the point that Ken wants to continue working in this manner if there is the 
opportunity to do so.162 
The work operated as intended, continuously and without service or failure for the 
duration of the show. The motion reflected what Thaiday and I set out to achieve. The 
visual appeal and its function as a contemporary cultural artefact and work of art 
present an ongoing subject for discussion and only Torres Strait Islanders can judge 
its value to their communities. 
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Its inclusion in the 3rd NIAT at the NGA four years after its creation comments on 
how the work is currently appreciated by the Indigenous community. However, the 
conflicted events leading to its inclusion confused the issue of my involvement in the 
work. This was precipitated by a series of misconceptions brought about through 
misrepresentation of the work and subsequent denial of my part in the artistic creation 
of the work. 
 
Figure 113. Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason Christopher, 2017) 
Note: Acrylic, cast aluminium, stainless steel, electronic components, 800 x 1,200 x 1,200 mm. 
Photograph Jason Christopher. 
In 2015, after Thaiday’s retrospective exhibition, I became aware that the CAG had 
not fulfilled their contractual arrangement by not representing the work as an artistic 
collaboration in ongoing documentation and descriptions of the work. An email to 
CAG was sent to notify them of the incorrect titling.163 Their response included 
several incorrect assertions (highlighted in Appendix C) about my co-creative role in 
the works and the description of the relationship between Thaiday and me in their 
creation.164 These inaccurate and false statements have become a recurring theme that 
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perpetuates misunderstanding of our artistic collaborative engagement. There is also 
no recognition of the binding agreements drawn up by the CAG and signed by all 
parties involved including Thaiday, CAG and me. These are very specific in affirming 
my involvement as an artistic collaborator. 
In my response to the CAG email, I highlighted inconsistencies and fundamental 
errors in their assessment of the situation. I also provided the CAG with their binding 
contractual artist agreement to confirm my position.165 The response from the CAG 
was again inconsistent and incorrect in their recollection of facts, as substantiated in 
the catalogue essay by Justin Bishop, who did, in fact, understand and acknowledge 
the artistic collaboration. It was also apparent that the CAG still did not fully 
understand the binding nature of agreements signed by all parties.166 The ensuing 
email correspondence addressed the situation and the CAG rectified credits167 until 
two years later when in lending the work to the NGA for the 2017 3rd NIAT, they 
again failed to ensure correct information was passed on regarding the co-creative 
nature of the work.  
In an email correspondence between myself and the NGA168, it is apparent that the 
correct information concerning my artistic involvement in the works was not 
communicated to the NGA. In addition, erroneous statements by the NGA regarding 
descriptions of my artistic involvement in previous exhibitions—the 20BoS 169 and 
the Monaco170 catalogue and exhibition—became apparent. In both shows, there are 
public catalogues and lengthy descriptions of our joint artistic involvement. There are 
also binding contracts, supporting and substantiating my contributions. 
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Figure 114. Article cover171 
Again, several incorrect assertions were made. The Monaco catalogue explains my 
role as a collaborating artist at length. My role in the works was also made very clear 
to the NGA before the catalogue went to print. Great care was taken during the 
commissioning of the work by the CAG to ensure that the commission was 
understood as an artistic collaboration between Thaiday and me—and again in 
bringing to their attention their breach of the contractual agreement post-exhibition. 
It was not until sometime after the CAG exhibition that I realised I had been omitted 
from some acknowledgements surrounding authorship of the work. The artistic 
collaborative process was denied in supporting documentation of the work and there 
was no mention of me in titles. Additionally, images that were taken by me and 
supplied to the CAG were not credited to me when forwarded on to editorials. At first 
glance, this appeared to be an oversight; once emails were sent to rectify the situation, 
it soon became apparent that there was a denial of my artistic ownership of the work. 
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From this point on, the reoccurring theme presented itself with both works produced 
post-Clamshell 2013 and continues to present itself. 
The initial misrepresentation of the work has created an environment fostering 
misunderstanding and recognition of my contributions. At the time, I did not realise 
the far-reaching consequences of this situation. Having to argue my claim for 
recognition in my own co-authored works was an unusual and difficult position. I did 
not want the work to be perceived as controversial, nor did I want any associated 
negativity. My intentions were aligned towards creating interesting contemporary 
artworks that opened dialogue and further understanding between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous cultures through their cross-cultural creation. The secondary nature of 
the works was to include their outcomes in a research study and to further promote the 
artistic practices of Thaiday and myself. 
Thaiday and I were both aware that these works could serve as vehicles for protection 
and promotion of his culture through his high profile. With the international 
recognition of Thaiday’s work, there are many areas in which the works can serve as 
cultural ambassadors for Australia and his people. The Torres Strait Islands faces 
significant issues due to rising sea levels and other environmental factors adversely 
affecting the region. Thaiday and his people are acutely aware of what they stand to 
lose. The more attention these works receive, the more they reinforce the need to 
preserve areas like the Torres Strait Islands. 
These works were also intended to be recognised as successful contemporary art 
independent of ties to the Torres Strait Islands. Thaiday and I aspired to produce a 
body of work that was also a valuable contribution towards home-grown 
contemporary art practices, advertising the uniqueness and sophistication of 
Australian art. From the outset, Thaiday and I had similar objectives and personal 
agendas to fulfil. I felt that I had a good start in being able to successfully integrate 
my experiences and art practice with Thaiday’s. My external interests in marine 
environments were aligned with a good deal of subject matter portrayed within his 
work and many of the new contemporary works being produced. 
During my early twenties and in its initial stages, my practice was largely responsible 
for the Australian junk metal resurgence that emerged in the late-1980s through to the 
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mid-1990s. Discarded metal objects of mass production were used to form intricate 
articulated figurative works depicting nature (see Figure 115). These works were 
inspired by Robert Klippel and Jean Tinguely and were the first of their kind to 
appear in Sydney’s galleries, media reports and television coverage throughout that 
period. 
 
 
 
Figure 115. Jason Christopher mixed junk metal artwork from late-1980s to mid-1990s 
Photograph: Jason Christopher. 
Acknowledging the disparity between our cultural influences and through aesthetic 
composition, articulation and production methodologies, these early works had 
similar traits to the origins of Thaiday’s work. His re-use of discarded objects of mass 
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production to assume new roles and depict animals and articulated features is also 
reflected in my earlier works. There were many comparisons, extending to self-taught 
methodologies employed to articulate works with limited resources, machinery and 
funds. At different stages in our lives and through different circumstances, we also 
coincidently began our artistic practices around the same period. 
My interest in Torres Strait Islander contemporary works initially formed during my 
travels and expeditions on the coastal fringes between Cape York and Weipa in Far 
North Queensland. I have a keen interest in, and understanding of, marine 
environments and knew that this would be beneficial when developing a relationship 
with Thaiday. I have always lived near either an estuary or the ocean and although my 
culture was not born of a marine existence, I have developed an affinity with marine 
environments. Understanding the practical readings of these environments, which 
forged their material culture was not new to me. Spending most of my life immersed 
in understanding the marine environments that I engaged with enhanced my ability to 
comprehend and relate too many of the traditions and customs that I have been 
exposed to. Through my research and discussions with Thaiday, I began to feel more 
at ease about contributing to work that was connected to a culture that I was not part 
of. 
In the end, it was up to Thaiday to trust my involvement. His guidance and forward-
thinking attitude provided me with insights into the ways that he dealt with the 
inclusion of an outsider. Thaiday is not constrained by tradition and custom; he is a 
living authority on both. However, he also adapts and manipulates the situation to best 
promote his culture and he is trusted to do so by his community. I soon learned that I 
did not need to worry about fitting into constructs of their culture through my 
engagement with Thaiday; their culture would fit me in or not, depending on my 
worth and potential. 
When Thaiday and I discussed work, we were actually talking about fishing—not just 
fishing, but fishing as a metaphor for life and work and a deeper understanding of that 
other world, the seascape. Fishing was the common denominator that cinched our 
ability to work together and develop an ongoing relationship. Fishing brings all things 
unknown together and is a symbol of all things sought after. In essence, we were 
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fishing when we created Clamshell 2013, never knowing what might eventuate, and 
we continue to fish together in our pursuit of further creativity. 
It is difficult to claim the success of the works’ acceptance among the community and 
I can only relay anecdotal supporting evidence. In all my discussions with the 
community—those I met during visits to Cairns, exhibition openings and cultural 
festivals—I only ever received positive responses. When relaying community’s 
support of the work, Thaiday confirms the importance and acceptance of the work 
towards the promotion of his people. 
Gathering information from within the community proved extremely difficult. Many 
logistical complications were involved in obtaining a broad cross-section of opinions 
and did not allow the fair assessment of community acceptance. While working 
directly in the field, I encountered many opportunities to obtain valuable research 
information that inevitably would not be useable as there were restrictions on 
information obtained without signed ethics approval (and rightly so). The practicality 
of presenting documents to be signed during chance conversations was not viable and 
thus, I was unable to utilise candid conversations with community members. 
A general distrust that people will act in an unethical way has occasioned the need for 
such constraints, which cannot be argued with. However, it is noted that constraints 
placed on the accumulation of research data have limited the depth of available 
information in this instance. As a result, gaging and documenting the response to 
Clamshell 2013 and subsequent works has been a difficult process, as there are many 
factors creating complex interpretations of the work. The current situation among 
galleries, journalists and institutions has confused the representation of the works and, 
in some ways, has deprived them of fair and balanced critique. 
The 3rd NIAT provided a potentially promising prospect to foster and promote our 
works. Unfortunately, they became embroiled in a series of events that didn’t provide 
and environment for the works to be promoted nor represented correctly. This 
misinterpretation was, a result of a misguided understanding of the co-created origins 
of the work or an oversight obstructed by the drive to fulfil a curatorial agenda. The 
theme ‘Defying Empire’ encompasses a defying culture that has survived and 
remained powerful and dignified despite post-colonial intrusions and is a worthy and 
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powerful message empowering Indigenous cultures in line with the show’s title. This 
is something that the works—if promoted correctly and notwithstanding my 
inclusion—could have contributed towards. 
Bishop explains the strength of the curatorial agenda before discussing how my 
inclusion in the pieces may have been detrimental to the curator’s understanding of 
the work. Bishop explains that the curator sought to showcase the transition of culture 
into a twenty-first century art form and the conundrum that existed by not 
acknowledging the co-created process: 
And that is that 40,000-year-old-plus living culture has successfully transitioned into 
a 21st century contemporary art form … So, the curator wanted to demonstrate that 
that existed … The irony of the situation is, it wouldn’t [have] been able to be 
possible without a co-creative process between you and Ken; it wouldn’t exist … So, 
I think therein lies the conundrum for that work in that show.172 
By not revealing the nature of the artistic co-creation of the works ignores the process 
of cultural exchange that is vital in moving forward together in the twenty-first 
century. It also denies a positive future of shared ideas and experiences and limits 
cultural interaction. It is this type of cultural exchange that may aid reconciliation and 
provide greater understanding through collective participation. Kershaw disagrees and 
is less optimistic towards the contribution our engagement can make to reconciliation 
and states that ‘[i]t’s a big ask to expect art to make a major contribution towards this 
but everything helps’.173 Conversely, Bishop does acknowledge some reconciliation 
success, promoted through cross-cultural engagement embedded in the works. He 
views this as a possible curatorial area that institutions could explore further and cites 
our work as a benchmark for this type of ongoing cross-cultural conversation.174 
Ignoring cross-cultural dialogue, debases the work and many opportunities to explore 
the Defying Empire theme are not exposed to the audience. My involvement should 
not be viewed as an incursion; it is a living example in opposition to this—and this 
opportunity was lost by the curatorial team.  
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The Thaiday/Christopher collaboration is not dissimilar to many other works that 
included external influence. If we set limits based on identity to deny the existence of 
external influence, how do we negotiate the inclusion of many artists of mixed 
heritage or external influence on many other levels? By this rationale does this mean 
that people of mixed heritage are less Indigenous or that work that has involved non-
Indigenous people in its creation is any less cultural? Defying Empire is a powerful 
theme showcasing the existence and strength of a culture surviving colonial 
imposition. Respect and acknowledgement of the injustices perpetrated on Indigenous 
people are not undermined by positive external engagement. Progress is restricted 
without fostering cultural exchange and positive cross-cultural engagement. 
The issue was brought to a head after months of correspondence and the intervention 
of Nava. In response to NAVA and deputy director Kirsten Paisley’s intervention, an 
addendum was placed into the catalogue rectifying the title. Unfortunately, this did 
little to describe the work as the issue goes well beyond titling. To truly represent the 
works, an explanation and description is necessary. This is an area that institutions 
have taken advantage of; with correct titles, the story of the works can remain denied 
in the curatorial agenda. This is achieved through descriptions of work that pay little 
reference to its co-created aspects and is a principal point in perpetuating my situation 
among the works. 
Clamshell 2013 is owned by the CAG, which is bound by contractual agreements to 
recognise my artistic involvement. I own the Small Dari work in the show until they 
are sold and the proceeds are distributed to Thaiday, myself and others. I had the 
option to pull the Small Dari work and prevent Clamshell 2013 from being shown in 
lieu of replacing them with Thaiday’s solo works, if correct acknowledgement was 
not achievable. This option was discussed on several occasions with the NGA. I 
requested that they select solo work of Thaiday’s to exhibit if they were unable to 
recognise my input in the co-created works; this would have alleviated my awkward 
position and Thaiday would remain represented. The situation would have remained 
in a stalemate if NAVA and Deputy Director Paisley had not become involved. I was 
instructed by both NAVA and legal advisers to persevere to achieve recognition in 
line with my moral rights. NAVA and Paisley played a pivotal role with Paisley 
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understanding and supporting the nature of the works and genuinely attempting to 
rectify the situation. 
By this stage, further opportunities were lost and much time and energy had been 
wasted. With Thaiday to consider, there was only ever going to be a compromise I am 
happy to have persevered, even if my objectives were not entirely fulfilled. By 
exposing this situation, I hoped to create an avenue for other non-
Indigenous/Indigenous artistic collaborations to be viewed openly and honestly to 
foster better prospects for the creation of a platform that acknowledges their works. 
As was indicated to me on many occasions, the 3rd NIAT was designed to showcase 
only those Indigenous artists specifically invited to exhibit in the show. I accepted this 
and did not ask to be invited; the NGA chose to exhibit co-created work. This was 
emphasised to them with the view of excluding the works from the show in place of 
Thaiday’s solo works, where this statement would have held some relevance. In their 
efforts to debase my ownership of the work, it was also explained to me that I was a 
fabricator engaged to construct the work under the supervision of the artist. This 
irrational and baseless denial of my contribution by the NGA created an offensive 
environment to which Thaiday and I were subjected. There was no additional 
evidence that could have been presented by Thaiday or me that would have swayed 
curatorial acceptance of the work. 
The works we produced cannot transition from being solely attributed to either one of 
us to suit an exhibition’s agenda or any other purpose that attributes them to one artist 
over the other. If the artwork did not fit the criteria set, the gallery had many 
opportunities to replace the collaborations with works solely created by Thaiday. 
Indeed, Thaiday has an expansive array of works residing in private collections and 
institutions that are readily accessible. Regardless of the involvement of the co-
created works, Thaiday would always feature in the show. At the time, he was also 
nominated to win the prestigious Red Ochre award and an exhibition of such standing 
would not be complete without him. 
The inclusion of Clamshell 2013 and Small Dari—Torres Strait Island Headdress 
with Shooting Star in the 3rd NIAT and subsequent challenges demonstrated the 
underlying issues I faced in collaborating with Thaiday—and also highlighted broader 
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issues in creating exhibitions that promote segregating Indigenous and non-
Indigenous art forms in the context of contemporary art themes. 
Through cross-cultural engagement in the arts, our work together serves to break 
cultural barriers by working against past curatorial and marketplace agendas, which 
sought to segregate Indigenous art from the broader context of contemporary non-
Indigenous Australian art. My position is aligned with a move to integrate Indigenous 
art practice with constructs more attuned to the environment that some Indigenous 
artists now respond too. In his assessment of the 3rd NIAT, Sasha Grishin also 
questions the wisdom of promoting the segregation of Indigenous arts: 
One of the arguments I have had with the two earlier shows and continue to have with 
the present one is with the concept of race-based segregation as the underlying basis 
for an art exhibition. Is Indigenous art in Australia still in need of affirmative action 
and a sheltered environment for it to grow and survive?175 
Grishin goes on to state that excluding Indigenous art from the broader context of 
contemporary art diminishes its worth: 
I feel that Indigenous art is enhanced by being seen within the broader context of 
non-Indigenous Australian art and it is impoverished through the loss of this more-
inclusive dimension.176 
Griffiths is also aligned with this view, based on her 25-year involvement with 
Indigenous arts. She identifies the need for an inclusive approach to the representation 
of Indigenous arts among main collections alongside other art forms and cites current 
moves within major Australian institutions led by Nick Mitzevich as a possible 
starting point in this direction.177 
In his assessment, Grishin identifies a clash in the curatorial agenda between the 
apolitical works of Marawili and the defiant works of Zada and Moore. I also extend 
this view towards Thaiday’s solo works (which typically do not engage in political 
                                                     
175 Sasha Grishin, ‘Defying Empire: 3rd National Indigenous Art Triennial’, The Sydney Morning 
Herald, 7 June 2017, https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/art-and-design/defying-empire-3rd-
national-Indigenous-art-triennial-20170606-gwlkgb.html. 
176 Grishin, ‘Defying Empire’. 
177 Griffiths, questionnaire response, Q17. See Appendix B. 
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discourse) as well as our cross-cultural co-created works, which clearly represent a 
successful outcome from Indigenous/non-Indigenous engagement. 
My involvement in the 3rd NIAT may have been met with distrust and denial as an 
emotive response born of the destructive history of colonial engagement with First 
Peoples (and remaining well-entrenched in the paradigms of Australia’s culture)—or 
simply because Thaiday was chosen without the realisation that the works were co-
created. Being a non-Indigenous artist and facing this situation emphasised a range of 
complex prejudices that now emanate across non-Indigenous and Indigenous cultures. 
These are the same prejudices that our artistic collaborative works are trying to 
resolve and thus, the NGA’s response was confronting on many levels. 
In our naivety, Thaiday and I did not account for these underlying prejudices and 
political agendas, which include those of other Indigenous parties working within the 
NGA who chose to dismiss the successful nature of the collaborations. As we 
transition through a generational shift in thinking, our cross-cultural collaborations 
will achieve their objectives with audiences who are unaffected by prejudice or 
misinformation. I was told that there were many internal debates in the NGA 
surrounding the issues of my correct acknowledgement. That there was even a debate 
is concerning; however, this can only be viewed as beneficial in exposing such 
situations for discussion and thus, the works are already achieving their objectives. 
Acknowledging reviews and discussions of the work that are based on misinformation 
presents findings that are misleading and untrue. Thus, critical feedback is difficult to 
obtain as the works are not yet correctly understood, nor are the co-created cross-
cultural themes mentioned in most critiques. For this reason, in-depth analysis 
describing critical assessment of the work is not possible. To obtain a balanced 
critique, the works must exist in a time and environment in which the audience is 
given opportunity to embrace and understand what they represent. 
Regardless of these unfortunate events, the work remains original and ground-
breaking in its attempt to fulfil the ideas that Thaiday and I formulated together. The 
benefits of producing Clamshell 2013 far outweigh the challenges we encountered. In 
some ways, presenting these here detracts from the positive experiences that Thaiday 
and I enjoyed in creating the works. However, this is an important story to be told and 
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our works will exist beyond these initial setbacks when another story evolves in place 
of this one. Indeed, Thaiday realised his long-held dream of expanding the complexity 
of his work and enjoyed accolades from his peers, the community and the art sector. 
He was also able to expand his influence and promote his art practice and culture. Our 
collaboration held special significance for Thaiday, which stems from his strong 
religious beliefs, and strengthened his belief that God enabled him to continue 
producing work through our collaborations. The loss of his mobility also allowed him 
to dance vicariously through the actions of this newly automated work. With this 
new-found passage, Thaiday is no longer restricted by the limitations of his resources; 
he thinks ambitiously—and that is exactly what he did with the Dari, which is the 
largest to ever be displayed in the history of his people. Our collaboration also gave 
Thaiday insight into me and my art practice, from which he drew inspiration, as well 
as a new family friend to add to his clan (see Figure 116). 
 
Figure 116. (L) Jason Christopher, (C) Elizabeth Thaiday and (R) Dr Ken Thaiday Snr at the Thaiday’s 
home in Cairns  
Photograph Jaeme Christopher, (2017) 
I shared in some of the same accolades and knew that I had contributed to something  
ground-breaking. The challenges also created new developmental areas for me 
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through circumstances I otherwise would not have been subjected to. By dealing with 
artist’s moral rights, politics and Indigenous affairs as well as exhibiting in large 
national and international shows, I have expanded my knowledge and ability to 
navigate these areas. This experience has also allowed me to hone new skills and 
develop alternative methods to produce work, which I have implemented within my 
own solo art practice. The collaborations have also enlightened me to the workings of 
galleries, institutions, agents and other artist’s practices. The privilege of being 
included in Thaiday’s culture is perhaps the most rewarding aspect of our work 
together in addition to our continuing friendship. On the mutual rewards of our cross-
cultural collaboration, Kershaw comments: 
The three Thaiday/Christopher collaborative works have provided opportunities for 
both artist in terms of artistic expression and logistics that would not have been 
possible if working as individuals.178 
Despite its failure to entice institutions to promote cross-cultural engagement, 
Clamshell 2013 (see Figure 117) created further opportunities that would pave the 
way towards presenting work to an international audience. 
 
Figure 117. Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 2013 (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr—Jason Christopher, 2013) 
Note: Acrylic, cast aluminium, stainless steel, electronic components, 800 x 1,200 x 1,200 mm. Video: 
Jason Christopher (2015), YouTube, accessed 10 February 2017, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V7oG4sLjQOo. 
                                                     
178 Kershaw, Response to Techno-Inspired Art Practice, Q14, Appendix B. 
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Following our first cross-cultural engagement, Thaiday discussed Clamshell with 
Hammerhead Shark 2013 (see Figure 118).179 
 
Figure 118. Dr (Uncle) Ken Thaiday Snr discussing Jason Christopher co-creation (2014) 
Photograph: Jason Christopher. Video: Jason Christopher, YouTube, accessed 8 June 2018, 
ttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v1KwxnnO4VM. 
 
Figure 119. Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 2013 (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason Christopher, 2013) 
Note: Acrylic, cast aluminium, stainless steel, electronic components, 800 x 1,200 x 1,200 mm 
Photograph: Jason Christopher (2013).  
                                                     
179 Refer to Appendix J Transcript: Dr (Uncle) Ken Thaiday Snr discussing Jason Christopher co-
creation. 
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3.1.2. Torres Strait and Erub Eastern Island Headdress 2016/Large Dari—Erub 
Eastern Island Headdress and Small Daris—Torres Strait Island Headdress with 
Shooting Star 
This subsection includes anecdotal discussions surrounding the production of the 
Torres Strait and Erub Eastern Island Headdress 2016/Large Dari - Erub Eastern 
Island Headdress and Small Dari - Torres Strait Island Headdress with Shooting Star 
(Dari works) installation at the Oceanographic Museum of Monaco and Small Dari 
work inclusion in 3rd NIAT. As the Small Dari work was exhibited with Clamshell 
with Hammerhead Shark 2013 in the 3rd NIAT, this discussion may overlap with the 
previous subsection. 
Prior to the commissioning of the Dari works, Thaiday was invited to exhibit at 
Carriageworks. The exhibition was to showcase a series of existing works with some 
newly produced pieces (Scorpion and Crayfish) and his Erub/Darnley Island Dhari, 
the proposed centrepiece of the show and comprising flexible plumbing tubing, 
plywood, fishing line and enamel paint (see Figure 120). 
 
Figure 120. Erub/Darnley Island Dhari (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr, 2014) 
Note: Flexible plumbing tubing, plywood, fishing line, enamel paint. Photograph: Jason Christopher. 
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Before the show, the Curator of Visual Arts at Carriageworks, Beatrice Gralton, was 
interested in me collaborating with Thaiday in some capacity. I had been discussing 
with Thaiday the possibility of automating a sculptural work through which he could 
orchestrate a performance. This would entail the movement of the work to mimic a 
dance, which Thaiday’s dances normally perform. Thaiday, Kershaw and I agreed to 
propose this concept to Carriageworks. The space created the perfect environment for 
the performative work and our proposal was met with a favourable response. 
Unfortunately, due to a budget shortage, we could not proceed and Thaiday continued 
his original Dari and already scheduled works. 
I was invited to film and document the opening night performances as well as the 
following day’s dances (see Figure 121 and Figure 122). These were first-time 
performances and had never been seen before—it was a special occasion for Thaiday 
and his community. The show was a resounding success and provided a rare moment 
for Sydneysiders to witness art, music and dance from the Torres Strait Islands. 
 
Figure 121. Erub Kebile dance troupe performing Sardine Scoop dance at Carriageworks artist talk 
(2014) 
Source: Jason Christopher, still from video.  
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Figure 122. Erub Kebile dance troupe performing Frigate bird dance at Carriageworks opening night 
(2014) 
Source: Jason Christopher, still from video. 
Thaiday added to his already impressive list of prestigious exhibition showings and 
soon, his Dari prompted his inclusion in TABA NABA The Australia: Defending the 
Oceans, At the Heart of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island Art. I had not been in 
contact with Thaiday or Kershaw for some time and was unaware of the project. It 
was not until a phone conversation with Kershaw that I was informed that a fabricator 
in Queensland had provided a quotation to replicate a Dari based on the 
Carriageworks Dari. This inevitably led to the withdrawal of the Dari proposal due to 
fabrication costs and no budget for works from the show’s organisers. Kershaw asked 
me to review the quote, which led to a conversation with Thaiday who was unaware 
that I had not been asked to work with him to co-create a new work for the show. This 
was not unusual as there are often periods of time that Kershaw or I would not be able 
to communicate with Thaiday. I do not have an accurate account of how the third-
party fabricator became involved and this has never been properly explained. Thaiday 
and I discussed the possibility of collaborating to design and produce a new Dari 
based on the materials, aesthetics and philosophies we had developed. Responding to 
Thaiday’s wishes, and with careful consideration, I agreed to work with him to 
develop an installation that would become the biggest Dari of its kind to be produced 
and displayed. 
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Negotiating how my input into the Dari could benefit both Thaiday’s and my 
objectives was challenging. The Dari is represented differently throughout the Islands 
and is a potent symbol of their culture; thus, great care would be required negotiating 
my involvement. The Clamshell 2013 and Beizam proposals were based on more 
abstract concepts that were easier for me to integrate with. The Dari works 
necessitated a more conservative approach than other artistic collaborative ideas. This 
limited the direction I could take my involvement conceptually; however, it opened 
other areas for me to personally explore and allowed a broader understanding of their 
culture. This opportunity pushed the boundaries of cross-cultural engagement to a 
new level and presented an interesting dynamic for me to navigate. 
For this, I had to acquaint myself with the organisers and re-table the proposal on 
Thaiday’s behalf. I spoke to Suzanne O’Connell, the Australian exhibition manager 
and owner/director of Suzanne O’Connell Gallery and it was made clear that there 
was no budget: I would have to fund the works. Kershaw had already advised me that 
I should not put any time into the proposal as it would not eventuate without funding 
and was concerned for my financial welfare. After careful consideration of what 
opportunities Thaiday and I would lose, a further conversation was held with 
O’Connell. It was decided that if she could raise a comparatively small portion of the 
material costs, I would invest the rest of the funds to complete the project. O’Connell 
was subsequently able to establish private funding. It should be noted that after this 
private fund had been raised, a government grant of $500,000 was awarded to the 
show. None of this was allocated to the production of the Dari works or my 
involvement. However, as the official ‘go-ahead’ was received, it was critical to begin 
as there was little time left to complete this considerable undertaking in time for 
shipment to Monaco. I liaised with Thaiday and began working on a design based on 
a sketch by Thaiday (see Figure 123 and Figure 124). Through design and discussion 
with Thaiday and all other relevant parties, it was decided, for logistical reasons, to 
produce the Dari works from my studio in Sydney. 
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Figure 123. (Hand) Sketch of Large Dari for TABA NABA exhibition (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr, 2015) 
 
Figure 124. (Hand) Sketch of Small Dari for TABA NABA exhibition (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr, 2015) 
First, I liaised with Stéphane Jacob, director and owner of Arts d’Australie and 
European coordinator. Jacob was my contact and interpreter when negotiating the 
logistics of producing, freighting and installing the large-scale Dari works in the 
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gallery space of the Oceanographic Museum of Monaco. The scale and complexity of 
the works created many logistical difficulties. In addition, the protection of heritage 
gallery walls and architectural features placed many limitations on how the work 
could be constructed and installed. Due to the protracted approval stage, the works 
had to be completed for transport in a reduced period of time.  
When designing the composition of the Dari works, I treated each element as a 
separate entity of the overall work. In this way, I responded to the individual shapes 
without changing the overall representation of the Dari works. This allowed me to 
have conceptual input on individual components of the work (see Figure 125, Figure 
126 Figure 127). Despite logistical difficulties and time constraints, all went to plan 
for production, delivery, and installation of the works (see Figure 128 and Figure 
129). For a more detailed description of the Dari works production, refer to Appendix 
F. 
 
Figure 125. Erub Eastern Island Headdress (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason Christopher, 2015) 
Note: Digital render. Source: Jason Christopher. 
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Figure 126. Small Dari—Torres Strait Island Headdress with Shooting Star (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–
Jason Christopher, 2015) 
Note: Digital render. Source: Jason Christopher. 
 
Figure 127. Torres Strait and Erub Eastern Island Headdress 2016/Large Dari—Erub Eastern Island 
Headdress and Small Dari - Torres Strait Island Headdress with Shooting Star (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–
Jason Christopher, 2015) 
Note: Digital render. Source: Jason Christopher. 
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Figure 128. Oceanographic Museum of Monaco, Dari by Ken Thaiday Snr and Jason Christopher, 
(2016) 
Note: Still image, YouTube, accessed 1 July 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GRaWp_Hy7ck. 
 
Figure 129. Oceanographic Museum of Monaco, Dari by Ken Thaiday Snr and Jason Christopher 
(2016) 
Note: Video, YouTube, accessed 1 July 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GRaWp_Hy7ck. 
Our next concern related to the receivership of the work. With the exception of Nona, 
the exhibition involved many key artists, perpetuating the Torres Strait Islander 
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contemporary art movement. The show also involved a broad cross-section of 
collaborative engagements including UAP, TILT Industrial Design180 (see Figure 
130) and the Ghost Net collaborations. The works were accepted based on being 
artistically co-created collaborations with non-Indigenous creative input. There was 
no confusion in how Jacob and the European contingent understood the collaboration, 
nor did this exist on the part of Sally Butler (Associate Professor School of 
Communication and Arts), who was commissioned to write the catalogue. 
 
Figure 130. Malu Githalal by Brian Robinson, ‘TILT public art project heads to Monaco’, Tilt 
Industrial Design 
To date, this show constitutes the only overseas exhibition experience to which the 
co-creative works have been exposed. Based on this single experience, I cannot 
ascertain with certainty the existence of two distinctly different levels of 
understanding between European and Australian perspectives on the cross-cultural co-
creations presented. Given our Indigenous and colonial history (as opposed to 
European histories), there would be significant cultural disparity afforded to 
interpretation of the cross-cultural engagement. This view was confirmed by Griffiths, 
who has exhibited collaboratively on several occasions internationally. Griffiths 
explains: 
                                                     
180 TILT Industrial Design, ‘TILT public art project heads to Monaco’, Tilt Industrial Design, February 
15, 2016, https://www.tilt-industrialdesign.com/2016/02/tilt-public-art-project-heads-to-monaco/. 
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In Europe, collaboration has largely been accepted and not questioned. I have always 
felt welcomed and acknowledged in the roles I have had as designer, artistic director 
and collaborating artist. Singapore was also very accepting and welcoming.181 
Griffiths indicated that there is a significant difference between European institutional 
acceptance of non-Indigenous involvement and that in Australia. When the question 
was posed to Kershaw, he provided another perspective: 
I think this is circumstantial. Perhaps European institutions and audiences are more 
open to this. Australians would be more aware of Ken Thaiday’s work which is 
unique and therefore, have more of a proprietary attitude to the acceptance of 
collaboration.182 
Acceptance of the work would also consider Thaiday’s peers; the Dari works would 
undergo scrutiny from fellow exhibiting artists. There was an interesting meeting 
between the main artists and Thaiday regarding my input in the work and the presence 
of my name in areas of the catalogue. Having a non-Indigenous artist involved in the 
capacity that I was caused concern for some artists and a discussion with Thaiday 
took place. The outcome of this meeting established—against Thaiday’s wishes—that 
my name be removed from the title of the catalogue. I was made aware but was not 
involved in the meeting and had no objections to their wishes, regardless of my 
opinion on the matter, which was in agreement with Thaiday. My involvement is 
sometimes problematic for Indigenous exhibitions. As long as this was discussed 
among the Indigenous artists involved, I respected the outcome.  
I would have appreciated the opportunity to respond to this conversation, as it 
presented an opportunity to raise questions and gain further insight into how other 
artists in the show worked with non-Indigenous people and the bases of their 
collaborative engagements. This would have provided opportunities to gain firsthand 
accounts, explaining how those involved acknowledged their collaborative 
engagement of outsiders in the production of their work, and how this may have 
differed from Thaiday and me. 
                                                     
181 Griffiths, questionnaire responses, Q17. See Appendix B. 
182 Kershaw, Response to Techno-Inspired Art Practice, Q4, Appendix B. 
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In discussing the origins of the conversation, Bishop points to Tipoti’s current drive to 
return to traditional practice as a possible reason for his views regarding Thaiday’s 
cross-cultural engagement with me.183 There is much debate between those seeking to 
retain cultural traditions established prior to Western engagement (Bipotaim) and 
those who have assumed religious paradigms and other Western ideologies and who 
see past transitionary periods (such as the celebrated ‘Coming of the Light’) as part of 
their cultural path to enlightenment. There are also those who wish to engage in the 
profits and wealth of a Westernised economy and seek to integrate culturally on that 
level. My involvement does not attempt to divert cultural development in one 
direction or the other. Rather, it occurs in the context of exploration of a cross-cultural 
experience and sharing of ideas in a twenty-first century environment and within the 
genre of contemporary arts. Tipoti’s and others’ views demonstrate the complexities 
faced in transitioning their culture among Western paradigms. Engaging in 
commercial art markets places Tipoti in a difficult position. It will be interesting to 
see how he negotiates his commercial art practice with his move towards traditional 
customary practices. 
Unfortunately, while working to complete the Beizam for the 20BoS in Australia, I 
was not afforded the opportunity to be part of the discussion. This is a complex issue 
and, for the sake of sensitivities, was better resolved without my involvement or 
comment. 
I was also conscious that the Dari works was slightly more contentious due to broader 
connections with Torres Strait Islanders and that fact that it differed from the localised 
associations of Clamshell 2013 or Beizam. There is fierce competition between these 
artists as they vie for elevated status and recognition of their artistic practice while 
competing in a lucrative arts industry. The healthy competition between them and 
their questioning of each other’s work ensures that they take their practice to the 
limits of contemporary art making while ensuring that protocols, custom and tradition 
are adhered to. Recently, Thaiday and I discussed the scenario he faced at length. He 
continues to stand by his involvement with me as a separate artistic trajectory 
evolving alongside his solo practice. Our work, like all artists’, is open to subjective 
                                                     
183 Bishop, personal communication with the author, 7 December 2017 (109.16–110.22). See Appendix 
B. 
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views; Thaiday also questions how other artists choose to work with non-Indigenous 
partners and how they respond to the acknowledgement of this process. 
The situation also placed pressure on the institutions’ ability to correctly credit works 
in the show. It is the responsibility of the exhibition coordinators to ensure correct 
representation of works and artists. If a work is selected to be exhibited, it is with the 
intention of representing the work and the artists correctly. Who then should be 
responsible for ensuring this occurs: the exhibition organisers or artists invited to be 
involved in the show? 
There are many grey areas to navigate; it is sometimes important to stand firm while 
at other times, good diplomacy is preferable. The fact that I was not present and that 
Thaiday had to confront the matter on his own also compounded the issue. Of the 
three collaborations, the Dari works are the most divisive, given the universal 
importance of such a potent symbol and my non-Indigenous involvement in its design 
and creation, which can be problematic for many Indigenous people. This is 
disquieting for me; however, for the sake of promoting their culture to an 
international audience of over 400,000 people, it was worth it. 
  
Figure 131. (L) Oceanographic Museum of Monaco, (R) Bagu Installation 2015, in Oceanographic 
Museum of Monaco (2016). 
Note: Photograph Michel Dagnino, Accessed 20 August 2016, 
https://www.artsdaustralie.com/monaco-bagu.html. 
If not for Thaiday’s assurance and community standing, I would have preferred to not 
be involved. The two other artistic collaborative works emanate from more 
personable experiences and are more orientated towards my practice and interests. 
The work’s static nature was also not in line with the direction I wanted to pursue 
with Thaiday as my interests lay in automating and including song and dance 
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elements. The inclusion of automation allows me to infuse the work with my own 
aesthetic and creativity. My artistic input is perhaps more at ease in this scenario, 
which creates additional areas for the work to explore in line with our working 
methodology. Our ability to synergise our identities through collaborative works 
created a distinct point of difference from other Torres Strait Islander works. We 
originally planned to create an automated version of Dari works with dancing 
elements; however, due to budget, time and logistical constraints, this was not 
possible. 
To navigate sensitivities and avoid impeding the cultural significance of the work, I 
left formatting the overall shape and configuration to Thaiday. My input was in 
relation to the design and aesthetics of individual components. Fish, feathers and 
shapes were all redesigned referencing Thaiday’s previous work but restyled to 
harmonise with my own design influences and personal aesthetic, which are 
sometimes technology driven. This was a difficult task; I often questioned how it 
would compare to Clamshell 2013 and Beizam. In reality, the Dari works do not 
embody the same level of artistic freedom afforded our other co-created works. 
Artistic collaboration in both automated works was easily realised, as the works are 
obvious reflections of both our artistic practices; only the story and cultural references 
remain Thaiday’s. In contrast, the Dari works represent Thaiday’s Island and the 
Islands in general, which exposed them to scrutiny outside of Thaiday’s influence. 
My involvement was persuaded by the opportunities that the work could provide: 
exposure to Thaiday’s culture and Torres Strait Islander artwork on an international 
scale as well as the background story exposing our cross-cultural engagement. Thus, 
the benefits outweighed any misalignment with my practice and potential 
controversies attached to the work. Without my involvement, the works would not 
have been created and exposed to an international audience, which was a decisive 
factor moving forward with the project. 
The Small Dari work (see Figure 132), also selected for the 3rd NIAT continues to 
showcase the Torres Strait Islanders’ culture and contemporary artistic endeavours. Its 
involvement, along with Clamshell 2013, has been the most difficult and 
disappointing experience of all the shows the works have been included in. 
205 
 
Figure 132. Dr Ken Thaiday Snr and Jason Christopher at 3rd NIAT artist talk, (2017) 
Photograph: Jaeme Christopher. 
The excitement of the works’ selection soon gave way to a series of events 
undermining many of its positive attributes. The NGA withdrew from a deal to 
purchase the work (as a condition of its use) due to funding shortfalls, which began a 
most unfortunate set of circumstances. As the sale had fallen through, the majority of 
correspondence from this point was directed through me rather than through Kershaw. 
I was tasked with managing the loan of the works to the NGA, as the Small Dari 
belongs to me until it is sold and the profits are dispersed among Thaiday, myself and 
others. 
From the outset, it became apparent there would be issues understanding the nature of 
our work. Initial emails describing my involvement as a fabricator were quickly 
addressed to prevent further misconceptions. However, it later became apparent that 
the co-creations were not understood and the NGA did not attempt to acknowledge 
my artistic involvement. I was denied the opportunity to view the catalogue text that 
related to my works and supporting descriptions and the NGA printed the catalogues 
without crediting me correctly or describing the collaborative nature of the works. 
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After exhausting all efforts to establish appropriate acknowledgement, I was left with 
no alternative than to bypass the curator and directly address the issue with the 
director of the NGA. With legal advice and representation from NAVA, I gained a 
favourable response and acknowledgement of what had transpired as well as a 
personal apology in conversation with the Deputy Director of the NGA. It was made 
clear that political agendas had been the cause of denial surrounding ownership of my 
work and that there were difficulties in managing people who assumed this stance. It 
was a relief to finally be in a position where there was at least some recognition of my 
creative ownership of the works. Unfortunately, the moment was lost. Although all 
catalogues had addenda with correct titles, the description of the works remained 
without any mention of the many interesting facets that accompany the Small Dari 
and Clamshell 2013 works. As previously mentioned, titles do little to elaborate on 
the description of works. 
This loss of the opportunity to showcase a unique cross-cultural engagement was 
perhaps the most disappointing aspect of the experience. It was also disappointing to 
not be respected as an artist and co-creator of works that were selected for exhibition.  
The NGA had ample opportunity to withdraw the work if it felt that its nature was 
unsuitable for the theme of the show. Indeed, I had discussed this option with them on 
several occasions. Paradoxically they wanted the work but were unwilling to 
represent it correctly. This disregard for Thaiday’s wishes presented a major cause for 
concern. Thaiday wanted the work to be acknowledged as an artistic collaboration and 
signed a document describing our partnership, which was sent to the NGA to clarify 
our position (see Figure 133). 
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Figure 133. Dr Ken Thaiday Snr and Jason Christopher, Thaiday/Christopher artist collaboration 
arrangement (2017) 
Thaiday and I were placed in a position that institutions may frequently have to 
address in the future. The reaction to our works emphasises a need to promote cross-
cultural collaboration within the public domain if Indigenous/non-Indigenous 
engagements are to be fostered. Our works have created new ground to inspire further 
artistic collaborative engagements between artists, both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous, and bring forth others who have collaborated in this sense and not been 
recognised. Thaiday and I are attempting to position ourselves as frontrunners by 
drawing attention to a situation in need of an institutional platform upon which to 
build. We aim to break through the barriers faced and hope to leave a legacy that 
opens this field for others to follow. 
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Figure 134. Small Dari—Torres Strait Island Headdress with Shooting Star (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–
Jason Christopher, 2015) 
Photograph: Jason Christopher. 
Bishop witnessed our engagement from its inception and has experienced and 
understood barriers that our works attempt to navigate: 
I’ve seen that as a benchmark of being mindful of ever since that occurred with my 
experience there … So, I see this as very much being a case of you’ve got to set—
someone’s got to set—a precedence and they, unfortunately, have to do it the hard 
way. And you know I really feel for you personally for that … But I think you know, 
ideally, take heart that there’s a legacy that both you and Ken are leaving for the 
future, where you know it can be inspirational to artists who do want to work cross-
culturally.184 
Many artists have faced this issue and, due to political sensitivities, did not receive 
due exposure. As Indigenous artists explore new methods to transcribe their culture 
and expand their artistic practice, their need and desire to work with other artists will 
grow. This is a natural progression and practice in the constructs of Torres Strait 
                                                     
184 Bishop, personal communication (32.55, 33.09, 33.24). See Appendix B. 
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Islander cultural development as well as art movements in general. The denial of 
those who collaborate among these new works only serves to restrict possibilities. 
Artists seeking to respond to global influence and the availability of new progressive 
materials and technologies will inevitably work with others to achieve this, as 
demonstrated 20 years ago when Eglitis introduced lino cut screen printing to the 
Mineral Collective 1980s Urban Artists. This is also supported by the expansion of 
subject matter as a consequence of the mixed racial ties Torres Strait Islanders now 
have to other cultures. These are becoming more recognisable within their artwork, of 
which Robinson is a primary example. If artists are to explore these areas and exhibit 
within the contemporary arts, then it must be through a system acknowledging cross-
cultural themes and artistic engagements with transparency and honesty. It is the 
responsibility of the Indigenous artist alone to decide their level of engagement. As 
long as traditional ownership is not breached, this should be respected. Open, honest 
evaluation of the works should be expected and forthcoming. The works themselves 
should be embraced and promoted on the merits of their creation through open 
critique, which requires a delineation between good and bad art if these works are to 
rise to the occasion.  
This also extends to the wider implications of these works. The denial of our co-
created works manifests in the racial divides that have impeded non-Indigenous and 
Indigenous Australians from enjoying a higher level of cultural interaction and 
sharing of ideas. Moving forward, the benefits of a deeper cultural understanding 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australia are easily realised through works 
such as the Dari (see Figure 135). In describing our works and artistic partnership, 
Griffiths and Bishop present the following observations: 
I don’t know how you came to work with Ken or how the collaboration began, but 
there is clearly a fusion of ideas and the introduction of new materials. The work 
produced in your collaboration clearly has transformed Ken’s ideas into fusion where 
sci-fi meets traditions and I doubt very much that these were his initial intentions … 
part of the message [is] that culture is in a constant state of change and flux and to 
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achieve this, outside influences must be absorbed—not just through invention due to 
material change but by the cross-fertilisation of both ideas and process.185 
Two amazing pieces of work that have shifted the definition of Ken’s practice. And 
as you mentioned, has shifted the definition of your practice. Through this process 
you have achieved, there has been a great deal of cultural exchange; … aesthetic 
exchange and an understanding of each other’s processes. That’s a really successful 
co-creation and time well spent together, which, from the outside, isn’t necessarily 
clearly understood.186 
Despite setbacks, the exposure of our work together has created a starting point for 
discussion towards a better understanding of co-created, cross-cultural engagement 
that will continue to inform Australia’s cultural enrichment. 
 
Figure 135. Oceanographic Museum of Monaco, Dari by Ken Thaiday Snr and Jason Christopher 
(2016) 
Source: YouTube, accessed 1 July 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GRaWp_Hy7ck. 
  
                                                     
185 Griffiths, questionnaire responses, Q1, Appendix B. 
186 Bishop, personal communication (29.40, 30.00). See Appendix B. 
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3.1.3. Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark 2016 
Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark 2016 (Beizam) (see Figure 136 and Figure 137) is 
the most advanced and progressive work we have created. It realises a fully 
automated dance machine and has the ability to be orchestrated to autonomously 
perform to Thaiday’s Beizam chant and other performances. Its evolution moves our 
cross-cultural commitment nearer to the complete fulfilment of a collaborative 
synergy that exists when we merge our respective art practices. Its production 
(instigated by myself) also signifies a departure from any external curatorial influence 
of the work. As it was not commissioned by external parties, its only influences are 
derived from my and Thaiday’s creative inputs. The creative freedom embodied in the 
work reflects the trust and level of engagement we developed over the past 5 years. 
Bishop describes Thaiday’s acceptance of our cross-cultural engagement during the 
development of the three works: 
Most interestingly at this point of time, it could [have] gone pear shaped. You and 
Ken may not have seen eye-to-eye from the outset, personalities, whatever it might 
be. That has not been the case. So he is completely accepting of your creative input 
into how this work comes together and he publicly recognises it and that is most 
important. The fact that he is publicly recognising it—that’s key to it.187 
 
Figure 136. Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark detail (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason Christopher, 2016) 
Note: Cast aluminium, stainless steel, aluminium extrusion, steel, perspex, rubber, electronic 
components, computer, 350 x 280 x 280 cm. Photograph: Jason Christopher. 
                                                     
187 Bishop, personal communication (26.48, 27.14, 27.25). See Appendix B. 
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Figure 137. Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark detail (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason Christopher, 2016) 
Note: Cast aluminium, stainless steel, aluminium extrusion, steel, perspex, rubber, electronic 
components, computer, 350 x 280 x 280 cm. Photograph: Jason Christopher. 
My initial drive to create a work that would allow Thaiday to dance vicariously 
through a ‘dance machine’ began to be realised with the production of Beizam (see 
Figure 138). I instigated the work as a project for the PhD assessment exam and 
exhibition. It was also followed the direction in which I aimed to take the 
collaborative engagement. Its inclusion in the 20BoS brought the timing of the work 
forward and created another environment to showcase our co-created works. 
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Figure 138. Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason Christopher, 2016) 
Note: Cast aluminium, stainless steel, aluminium extrusion, steel, perspex, rubber, electronic 
components, computer, 350 x 280 x 280 cm. Photograph: Jason Christopher. 
Thaiday was invited to exhibit his solo work in the 20BoS. During a meeting with the 
artistic director, Dr Stephanie Rosenthal, he discussed our collaborative works. These 
interested Rosenthal and contact was later established with me. I met Rosenthal and 
presented the designs I had created for Beizam. The work was well received and 
Thaiday and I were invited to exhibit the unmade work. Rosenthal initially attempted 
to include some of my other personal works (see Figure 139); however, she was 
unable to get this passed at this late stage in the exhibition process. Their inclusion, if 
possible, may have provided a more balanced understanding of Beizam and our 
collaborative engagement. 
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Figure 139. Colonial Bunyip (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
Note: Cast aluminium, bronze, fur, leather, astroturf and mixed media, 270 x 130 x 60 cm. 
Thaiday had not yet seen the Beizam that I had been working on (see Figure 140). 
After a few weeks spent honing the initial design, I travelled to Cairns to present the 
work to him and we discussed some additional elements that Thaiday wanted to 
include, as well as the orchestration. Clear objectives were also discussed to 
determine what we intended to achieve through the work. Once the design was 
finalised, I returned to Sydney and began working in earnest to realise the sculpture. 
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Figure 140. Design Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark detail (Jason Christopher, 2016) 
Note: CAD digital render (2015). 
The design referenced the ascendancy and development of Thaiday’s Beizam 
headdress dance machines (see Figure 141), which spanned 30 years of his artistic 
and cultural practice. The design elements attempted to honour and represent 
Thaiday’s totem, pay homage to previous dance machines and fulfil my personal 
objectives for the work. 
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Figure 141. Hammerhead Shark (Beizam) Headdress with Bait Fish (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr, 1996) 
Note: Wood, feathers, plastic, acrylic, paint. Photograph: Jason Christopher (2014). 
The Beizam design was an opportunity to include more expansive ideas and elements 
derived through my own practice. Its design and inclusion would also not be 
constrained to conform to a particular theme or agenda. It was presented to the 20BoS 
on our terms and accepted on this basis. 
My experience with the CAG commission prompted me to be more focused and to 
ensure that our collective message of cultural exchange was conveyed and that the 
prominence of my artistic presence was matched with Thaiday’s. I was consistent in 
leaving the cultural attributions of the work alone; however, when rationalising my 
artistic input, I aimed to ensure that the design and aesthetic aspects represented my 
practice as much as Thaiday’s. This supported the work’s balanced cross-cultural 
objective of with the work. Beizam would not suffer the same fate as the previous 
works as there were no external factors that could interfere in its representation; 
Thaiday and I controlled how it would be characterised. 
Beizam’s inclusion presented an opportunity to investigate some ideas that Thaiday 
and I had wanted to realise since the creation of Clamshell 2013. Discussions 
217 
combining our collective philosophies inspired more complex and expansive ideas 
surrounding where we could take the work and potential audiences. Although many 
ideas were considered, I was hopeful that Thaiday would agree to the orchestrated 
Beizam design, as it had been on my mind since our first collaboration in 2013. The 
Beizam theme was important to me as I recognised the other unexpected practical 
applications to which the work could respond. Inspired by Thaiday’s story 
surrounding the rediscovery of his totem and his change of heart towards hunting 
sharks, I realised how this work could be relevant for marine conservation and a 
narrative surrounding cultural change that was easily relatable.  
As a functional artefact or modern-day representative of conservation, the work 
highlights the preservation of marine species—such as the endangered Great 
Hammerhead shark (see Figure 142),188 which is in decline due to overfishing for its 
use in shark fin soup and sale in Asian fish markets. Marine conservation is an area 
with which I wanted the works to be affiliated, as it provides another dimension and 
aligns with areas of interest that I am keen to promote. 
 
Figure 142. Great Hammerhead Shark (2015) 
Photograph: Grant Johnson, 60 Pound Bullet Photography—Facebook, accessed 30 November 2016, 
https://scontent.fsyd4-1.fna.fbcdn.net/v/t31.0-
8/10860881_1592413640972204_214868435497929874_o.jpg?_nc_cat=0&oh=bd6814aebbaeb0b23d
737e6397ba9e87&oe=5BABBC36. 
                                                     
188 Our Endangered World, ‘Great Hammerhead Shark’, Species and Ecosystems Our Endangered 
World, accessed December 20, 2017, http://www.ourendangeredworld.com/species/sharks-fish/great-
hammerhead-shark/. 
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The Beizam has special significance for Thaiday as it is his totem. In 2014, I was 
commissioned by the Australian Museum to produce a short film about Thaiday, his 
totem and the Beizam dance (see Figure 143). His story of rediscovering his totem, 
among others, was narrated by Thaiday during that time. It has remained with me and 
was a driving force when designing the Beizam work and discussing with Thaiday 
what would become of the 20BoS work. 
 
Figure 143. Australian Museum, Triple Beizam Hammerhead Shark Headdress (2014). 
Note: Video, filmed and edited by Jason Christopher. 
It is fitting the work has a practical application in addition to representing Thaiday’s 
totem and Beizam dance. It operates on many levels to promote and secure customs 
and traditions and serves to open dialogue between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people by creating interest in Indigenous cultures. It is also a unique, performative 
modern-day artefact and contemporary sculpture. As a bastion of conservation, the 
work is purpose-built.  
The depletion of natural resources and changing attitudes towards conservation are 
especially important in preserving the natural resources of the Islands and elsewhere. 
This is a driving force that many artists respond to and shark conservation has become 
a major global issue through mismanagement of marine environments. As cultural 
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attitudes change, Beizam is well-positioned to respond by drawing attention to 
conservation through its aesthetic and meaning. The Beizam chant and co-creation 
bring another level of interest, which help to bring shark conservation and many more 
pressing issues to the forefront of global attention. The ability to fulfil other roles 
beyond conservation adds to the work’s value and reach. This is especially important 
for Torres Strait Islanders who have already suffered greatly through the exploitation 
of their marine environment since the onset of commercial fishing and other 
incursions. Their marine-based culture was the first to suffer from marine vandalism 
and environmental changes as a result of mass global harvesting of the seas. 
In response to enquiries generated post-Clamshell 2013, Thaiday and I had previously 
discussed my idea to create a dance machine that would be automated and move in 
sequence with Thaiday’s Beizam dance. We came close to producing a similar work 
when an opportunity arose through Steven Alderton, formally the Director of 
Programs, Exhibitions and Cultural Collections at the Australian Museum. I 
occasionally worked on the original Beizam design during my downtime; when the 
20BoS opportunity presented itself, it had transformed into a more refined and 
elaborate work (see Figure 144). 
  
Figure 144. Original collaborative proposal to the Australian Museum (Jason Christopher, 2014) 
Note: CAD Digital render. 
The version represented by our current Beizam work is the next step towards our 
vision of producing a fully reactive, self-integrated performative work. This would be 
manipulated and orchestrated by interconnected technologies that Thaiday could 
operate remotely from anywhere in the world using an internet connection and touch 
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screen. This would enable Thaiday to dance again, despite being wheelchair-bound by 
the loss of his leg. He would again be pulling the strings and mimicking the shark 
movements vicariously through the work. 
Beizam was fully funded by myself and thus, achieving a fully reactive sculpture was 
not feasible for the 20BoS due to limited funds and time. The next progression of 
work (if there is another) would require a funding platform in line with a curatorial 
premise that is orientated towards the promotion of our cross-cultural ethos. In my 
opinion, the universal appeal of Beizam has the potential to better showcase the 
collaborative nature of our works through its accessibility to a wider audience. The 
dancing shark has generic appeal, irrespective of one’s knowledge of the customs and 
traditions of the Torres Strait Islands. It is this appeal that draws an audience in and 
perhaps entices further investigation into the broader context of cross-cultural 
collaboration and the work’s peripheral themes. It also potentially attracts interest 
from the youth to learn aspects of their culture. The work is aesthetically new age and 
the imagery depicted (sharks) is ‘cool’, which aligns their culture with more 
contemporary twenty-first century themes that appeal to a younger generation. 
 
Figure 145. Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark 2016 (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason Christopher, 2016) 
Noet: Video, Jason Christopher, YouTube, accessed 22 July 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FHwXQJJqKtg. 
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Clamshell 2013 was the test case for producing Beizam; many of the same procedures 
were employed in designing and engineering the work. The main difference was the 
scale: the larger the work, the more complex the execution (see Figure 146). The 
implication of scale was exponentially exaggerated through costs, engineering loads 
and weights, the degree of difficulty and transport/installation logistics. 
 
Figure 146. Jason Christopher working on Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark 2016 with electrical 
engineer Theo (2015) 
Photograph: Jaeme Christopher. 
For a detailed anecdotal description, images and videos of the production of Beizam, 
refer to Appendix G. This provides a quick glimpse of what transpired during those 
manic months of production for the Dari and Beizam works (see Figure 147). 
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Figure 147. Jason Christopher working one of the Triple Hammerhead Shark 2016 at the NGA (2015) 
Photograph: Jaeme Christopher. 
As with the previous works, the 20BoS sometimes failed to acknowledge the 
collaborative engagement, partly due to its late inclusion and partly because publicists 
controlled the catalogue, marketing and media, which went to print without any 
interest in the background story of the work. By this stage, I was no longer motivated 
to correct any misconceptions about the work. The situation is difficult and complex 
and will require many more such occasions before there is genuine interest in the 
cross-cultural Thaiday/Christopher engagement. Regardless, I am immensely proud of 
what Thaiday and I have achieved (see Figure 148). I have learned to accept how our 
partnership has progressed publicly and continue in the hope that the environment 
will improve. 
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Figure 148. Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark 2016 (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason Christopher, 2016) 
Note: Cast aluminium, stainless steel, aluminium extrusion, steel, perspex, rubber, electronic 
components, computer, 350 x 280 x 280 cm. Photograph, Jason Christopher. 
 Creating a Platform of Understanding the Institutional 
Conundrum 
In this section, my experience as a non-Indigenous collaborator in cross-cultural co-
creative initiatives will be explored. The Thaiday/Christopher works have been 
exposed to national and international audiences and described as breaking new ground 
within Indigenous and contemporary art markets. Along this journey, the works have 
also endured many setbacks due to the complicated nature of the cross-cultural works. 
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This has tested the ability of our works to perform their intended function within the 
contemporary arts and promote cultural exchange. Our works tread a fine line 
between contemporary art and contemporary artefact. They reside on the periphery of 
institutional understanding. Our situation is complex, as our work often gets caught 
up in the Indigenous arts drive without careful consideration of the works’ origins. 
Our collaboration explores cross-cultural engagement, contemporary art making and 
cultural preservation and promotion. The truth is, our work can represent all these 
things, but never only one of them. Like all art seeking to push the boundaries and 
limits of creativity, it should be understood as such. 
There may come a point at which a crossover of roles that some, if not all, Indigenous 
art must negotiate. Indigenous art; whether absorbing external influence or fulfilling 
roles attuned to global events, would benefit without defined segregation from other 
contemporary art producers. This should be led by institutions and commercial 
galleries and does not prevent Indigenous art reverting to fulfil roles and objectives 
within solely Indigenous arenas.189 
Our cross-cultural collaborations are situated between these lines of separation, 
fulfilling roles in line with both spectrums of Indigenous and contemporary art 
models. Through my experience, I feel this space is yet to be fully accepted and 
promoted. 
To clarify my position, Indigenous artists do not require external influence or 
involvement of non-Indigenous artists to perform roles within this space. My 
argument is based through the lens of my own unique involvement within this genre, 
and takes our example and institutional recognition as a stance from which to present 
arguments. 
Informed through her own perspective on cross-cultural collaboration, Griffiths 
attempts to orientate work in a space allowing appraisal on merits of contemporary 
art, not unevenly aligned to the genre of Indigenous arts. Much of the work with 
which Griffiths is involved tells a story not confined to Indigenous perspectives; their 
                                                     
189 Griffiths, questionnaire responses. See Appendix B 
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work comments on global issues of conservation and lifestyle.190 Among this 
message, some Indigenous stories are relayed as part of the whole story but are not 
intended to be the sole focus of the work. 
When specifically asked how her non-Indigenous involvement is acknowledged 
among non-Indigenous/Indigenous collaborative works, Griffiths points out the 
correlation between funding, the gallery system and media agendas struggling to 
come to terms situating the work and promoting non-Indigenous involvement.191 
From its inception, my involvement with Thaiday required navigating cultural 
sensitivities, institutional recognition and marketplace acceptance. Throughout our 
period of engagement, the works have received a mixed response. Accurate critique 
and understanding of the works have been hampered by misaligned information.  
 
Figure 149. (L) Jason Christopher and (R) Dr Ken Thaiday Snr at Ken’s house in Cairns (2013) 
Photograph: Jaeme Christopher. 
                                                     
190 Ibid. 
191 Ibid. 
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However, exposure has been significant given the works are new and experimental. 
The works have a proven ability to attract institutional attention. Understanding and 
recognition of achievements in the cross-cultural, co-created genre of Indigenous and 
contemporary arts is still lacking. Given the history, only future opportunities can 
provide a platform for these works to be represented correctly. 
While Griffiths and Bishop are optimistic about prospects of cross-cultural 
engagement gaining balanced institutional understanding, Kershaw is more cautious. 
Kershaw points to the rarity of such situations as a contributing factor impeding 
understanding, promotion, and recognition of cross-cultural engagement: 
The Thaiday/Christopher collaboration, or for that matter any Indigenous/non-
Indigenous collaboration, is a relatively rare occurrence and for that reason it will be 
difficult to generate the momentum that would be required to change attitudes in this 
area. 
Until more collaborative works are undertaken, I don’t see there being much debate, 
understanding or acknowledgement of works of this nature.192 
While Kershaw’s views may be correct, I believe that for attitudes to change, an 
institutional shift is needed. Institutions must incorporate contemporary Indigenous 
art among other main contemporary art collections on a regular basis. This will open 
new areas in which to situate cross-cultural art, providing context to the works’ 
origins that are not overtly orientated towards Indigenous art alone. In contrast to 
Kershaw’s assertions, Griffiths stated: 
I believe collaborative engagement is not only on the rise but is slowly gaining the 
celebration and recognition it deserves—through the work of specific people who 
believe in making ART and not specifically and Indigenous product for a collector 
driven market.193 
I believe collaborative engagement is on the rise within the contemporary Indigenous 
arts sector, and has existed in various forms since the emergence of the ‘Urban 
Artists’ instigation of the Torres Strait Islander contemporary art movement. Those 
                                                     
192 Kershaw, Response to Techno Inspired Art Practice in the Torres Strait, Questions 5, 11 and 12. See 
Appendix B. 
193 Griffiths, questionnaire responses, Question 25. See Appendix B. 
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driving these contemporary art markets (commercial galleries, institutions, media) 
have created an illusionary sense of bias, understating the level of collaborative 
engagement undertaken by the main group of artists involved. This has created an 
environment with which the industry has grown comfortable. 
This is partly due to many collaborators not seeking recognition for their 
involvement,194 because they are often excluded from view in descriptions, titling and 
media portrayals for fear of diluting the Indigenousness of the work. The latter is 
short sighted and reduces interest in the work, diminishing the intuitiveness of Torres 
Strait Islander artists who actively seek external engagement, as well as negating the 
roles of the collaborators. Ultimately, this means opportunities are reduced. 
It also must be realised that many Torres Strait Islander artists lack resources, funding 
and equipment. By collaborating on various levels, artists are able to access these 
commodities. If in the process, cross-cultural collaboration occurs organically, it 
should be celebrated, not hidden from view. 
Involving outsiders and openly recognising them is not for every artist; each artist has 
their own individual way of dealing with their artistic arrangement with outsider 
artists, artisans or technicians. All four artists researched in this thesis have a history 
of external collaborative engagement. However, many artists do not collaboratively 
engage with outsiders. 
There is also a fine line to tread when stating the collaborative influence of outsiders 
on contemporary Torres Strait Islander artists. Each situation is unique and the 
collaborative balance is rarely evenly divided, as in the case of Thaiday/Christopher 
works. Most collaborations are instigated to realise work in a medium the artist may 
not be equipped to utilise. Therefore, there may be little, if any, cross-cultural 
transfer. 
                                                     
194 Kershaw, Response to Techno Inspired Art Practice in the Torres Strait, Question 4, see Appendix 
B. 
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Bishop discusses a possible growing trend among Torres Strait Islander contemporary 
artists. Responding to a question surrounding the uniqueness of our co-creations, 
Bishop stated: 
That’s a good question, at the moment it’s fairly unique and I think in terms of the 
way that people can engage and pick up on and be able to use it as research 
benchmarking, I think it will change. 
We already have certain Torres Strait Islander artists in particular who want to go 
outside of the art centre model of just using traditional disciplines and want to engage 
in new media in some way shapes or form and they are doing that.195 
Bishop also hypothesises about the demise of art industry cynicism surrounding 
Indigenous/non-Indigenous collaborative engagement: 
So, I think that the idea of who is this, who is Jason with Ken, you know that 
happens.  
That’s just an art’s sector industry cynicism, basically. 
And I think, particularly as more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists undergo 
collaborative or co-creative processes, that will become less and less cynical. 
Because there will be a generational shift in that thinking.196 
Although some arguments support possible institutional and art market acceptance, I 
believe acceptance may still be some distance away. A change in attitude is necessary 
if momentum within this art movement is to be maintained.  
Given the opportunity, the incidence of cross-cultural collaboration may increase in 
response to a need to regenerate the Torres Strait Islander art movement. It has been 
over 20 years since the Urban Artists popularised the Island narrative style. Except for 
a few artists, including Thaiday, Robinson, Tipoti, Nona and the advent of the Ghost 
Net Movement, most prominent artists have adhered steadfastly to the ‘Island 
                                                     
195 Bishop, personal communication with the author (19.22, 9.49). See Appendix B. 
196 Ibid., (31.49, 32.00, 32.11, 32.29). See Appendix B. 
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narrative’ format without much expansive exploration beyond this, including print 
and sculptural work.197 
The exploration of external influence that drove the success of the Torres Strait 
Islander contemporary art movement in the first instance may have halted, possibly a 
result of a controlling commercial arts industry that may like to see Torres Strait 
Islander art constrained to what has been a winning formula. Or, perhaps some artists 
have become complacent and comfortable with the success of the Island narrative 
style. If this is the case, how long can it be sustained? Part of the reason for Thaiday’s 
approach towards collaboration with me was due to the oversaturation of his own 
style of work among institutions. 198 
It must be stressed there are innumerable ways artists tap into their culture, producing 
expansive contemporary works of art without the need for external influence. 
However, it is my observation as demonstrated through history, that the evolution of 
their culture incorporates an intrinsic adventurous nature that expands exponentially 
through an ability to initiate and absorb cross-cultural engagement to its advantage. 
For this reason, Torres Strait Islander artists may be more inclined to participate 
cross-culturally. Kershaw explains: 
I don’t see a repeat of this happening amongst too many other Indigenous/Non-
Indigenous artists. Unlike Thaiday, most Indigenous artists have no need to 
collaborate with a non-Indigenous artist to execute their works. Because of this I 
don’t see too many collaborative works coming on to the market.199 
Unless Kershaw is referring to symmetrical co-creation, like McLean—‘master 
printmaker Theo Tremblay, whose influence on the movement as a collaborator and 
printmaker has been crucial’200—I would argue that many artists including Tipoti, 
                                                     
197 Kershaw, Response to Techno Inspired Art Practice in the Torres Strait, Question 6. See Appendix 
B. 
198 Bishop, personal communication with the author (15.47). See Appendix B. 
199 Kershaw, Response to Techno Inspired Art Practice in the Torres Strait, Question 13. See Appendix 
B 
200 McLean, Bruce. (2011), ‘The Power of Young Men’, The Contemporary Torres Strait Print 
Movement, From The Torres Strait Islands, (pp. 77) Brisbane: Queensland Art Gallery and Gallery of 
Modern Art. 
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Nona and Robinson would not have been able to produce many of their works without 
their willingness to collaborate externally. In some instances, this collaboration has 
been with non-Indigenous artists (e.g., Tremblay and UAP artists). 
In the context of symmetrical co-creation, Kershaw’s statement places the 
Thaiday/Christopher works in a unique position. It also allows our work to 
benchmark, providing a point of difference that orientates our work on the front-line 
of contemporary artefact and contemporary art. Thaiday and I are happy to reside 
here; this is what we set out to achieve—to pioneer in uncharted areas. 
The Torres Strait Islander contemporary art movement has emerged as one of our 
most successful cultural exports. Artists responsible for this movement are in constant 
competition with one another, vying for their place among the elite. Competition as a 
principal driving force creates environments that push artists to explore new subject 
matter, mediums and technologies. 
Thaiday is situated front and centre of this friendly rivalry. His practice has always 
followed his own self-styled trajectory. He remains a guiding and inspirational force 
in this movement. Residing on the  pioneering-edge of cultural development and 
contemporary art making, Thaiday has successfully ventured beyond the constraints 
of custom and tradition, influencing others to follow in his footsteps. 
Robinson, perhaps the most revolutionary and divisive artist to emerge in this period, 
is also paving the way forward, inspiring younger generations of artists to explore 
expansive uncharted areas in line with the environments youths now favour. Given 
Thaiday and Robinson’s influence, I speculate that many more artists may be 
emboldened to explore opportunities through cross-cultural engagement outside 
cultural parameters. 
Like all successful movements, over time, new direction is required to regenerate 
interest. Perhaps ideologies the first cross-cultural collaborative model established 
will again spur an innovative line of enquiry led by a new generation of artists. 
Thaiday’s contribution to the success of this movement is largely credited to his 
ability to move in and out of the various worlds to which his art responds: a reflection 
of lived experiences transitioning through many periods of change. Thaiday’s ability 
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to remain at the forefront of this movement is reinforced through the cross-cultural 
engagement he has initiated. 
In an environment accustomed to Thaiday’s art, the emergence of a new line of work 
that in many ways diverges from cultural norms and his solo practice opens uncharted 
areas, posing several issues that agents and institutions must learn to identify and 
manage. In a tightly held competitive market, these works have posed several issues. 
In the first instance, my highlighted and purposeful presence automatically creates a 
grey area for agents and galleries to navigate. In commercial markets, my inclusion 
complicates the authenticity of the work and brings complexities that many may 
perceive as threatening the marketing potential of Thaiday’s work. 
My involvement, beyond the collaborating norms the industry has grown comfortable 
with, may present affects to the definition of Indigenous art and open areas of 
sensitivity previously suppressed through the silent nature and underplaying of non-
Indigenous collaborators’ interests within Indigenous artworks. 
There are distinct differences in the way Thaiday and I work compared to other 
collaborative arrangements, in the contexts of attribution, recognition and ownership. 
These factors, for the most part, have been kept out of public view through an 
underlying negating of my non-Indigenous involvement in descriptions and marketing 
of the work to date. This is a result of entrenched industry attitudes towards non-
Indigenous involvement within the contemporary Torres Strait Islander art sector. 
Few artists among the elite group adhere to strict cultural norms. This is demonstrated 
by the emergence of an Island narrative style (among other external influences), 
which has become the dominant form of artistic expression within this movement. 
Restricting my argument to contemporary works, artists have shown their willingness 
to break from tradition, so the institutional conundrum remains. Are institutions 
wanting to drive an Indigenous agenda exclusively promoting Indigenous centric-
themes? If this is the case, how do they reconcile Indigenous work that is a 
combination of traditional and external influence (i.e., Aboriginal, Western, 
technological and other mixed heritages)? If the latter is accepted, why silence the 
nature of these influences? Is this an attempt to protect the creative status of 
Indigenous artists or notions of Indigenous authenticity? 
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If Torres Strait Islander artists are exploring external influences, what is there to be 
afraid of? This trait should be embraced and celebrated. After all, this trait has led to 
the successful formula the Torres Strait Islander arts industry has enjoyed, artists, 
agents and institutions alike. If authenticity is an issue, the history of cultural 
influence that has shaped today’s culture must be denied. 
Griffiths points to a need for curators to support the promotion of non-
Indigenous/Indigenous curatorial, as well as a shift in funding focus. Griffiths also 
cites a need to celebrate and recognise collaboration rather than obscuring it: 
With this, curators need to write and reviewers need to take this on board also—there 
is a place for both. However, when there is collaboration it should be recognised as 
such and celebrated and not homogenised under one banner or another.201 
Thaiday is not concerned about my prominence or acceptance amongst Indigenous art 
markets. Authenticity is substantiated through his involvement and history of cross-
cultural engagement over thousands of years. It is this progressive trait that enabled 
their culture to expand and survive the many incursions they have overcome.  
Artists like Thaiday are successful because they do not conform. He is not worried 
about sharing a cross-cultural experience, and the result being played out in the public 
domain. To be concerned about such matters would place Thaiday back in the pack 
rather than at the front, which is where he has remained throughout his career. To be 
concerned about such matters would deny the cultural customs, traditions and 
histories of his people, who openly borrowed and shared, collaborated and co-
invented with many neighbouring cultures sharing the straight and peripheral 
geography. To deny these attributes would indeed raise authenticity concerns. 
Thaiday, like Robinson,202 does not see himself as solely an Indigenous artist, rather 
as an artist who happens to be Indigenous. Exploring contemporary themes and cross-
cultural exploration is not for every artist. Artists like Tipoti are reverting to tradition 
through language and lifestyle. Tipoti still collaborates with non-Indigenous people 
and his art/performance remains contemporary, while simultaneously being steeped in 
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tradition and accuracy. Tipoti may well revert to traditional modes of production or 
use language and traditional dance before Pastaim as his primary medium. 
Bishop, in response to Tipoti’s current art practice, identifies a possible return to 
traditional practice: 
And that’s understandable for a guy like Alick, because from his perspective, from 
what it is that he is trying to achieve, he would like to see a return to the idea of 
cultural practice before the Coming of the Light. 
But what he is in effect doing as well is rescuing the idea of language the meaning of 
language that carries with it a whole other cultural history.203 
Tipoti has relocated to Badu Island and may well transition in the reverse direction to 
production methodologies employed in previous work. Artists like Robinson and 
Thaiday are moving rapidly in the other direction. 
As cultural representatives and artists, Torres Strait Islanders have successfully 
crafted their art movement to fit several different paradigms. Commercial art markets 
and institutional understanding has not kept pace. Typecasting Indigenous artists 
restricts creativity that potential institutions should be taking advantage of. 
In the case of Thaiday’s realisation of co-created works, institutions restrict the 
works’ potential by categorising them conveniently into the genre of his solo works, 
when they are, in fact, two separate lines of enquiry. 
The push to categorise co-creations among Thaiday’s solo practice undermines the 
evolution of his work. Although inexplicably connected to Thaiday’s life and works, 
these co-creations reach beyond his solo practice. This presents a fundamental 
oversight on behalf of institutions selecting these works for curatorial agendas that 
have not considered the works’ origins. This situation is further compounded by 
denying the works’ origins, once informed. 
Recognising visual appreciation of work without recognising conceptual value or 
content diminishes the art. The overwhelming support of the visual aesthetic has not 
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been matched with the same enthusiasm for cross-cultural collaborative initiatives 
undertaken. Several issues remain barriers for institutions to recognise and value. 
Some possible reasons affecting institutional recognition of the co-created works are 
identified; Firstly, many institutional representations of Thaiday’s practice exist 
locally and abroad. Institutions may be reluctant to venture outside the main body of 
work that has been successful for such an extended period. Convenience of 
maintaining the status quo minimises risk. Conservative attitudes limit Thaiday’s 
ability to progress beyond his main body of work and are counterproductive to 
promoting Australian contemporary art. 
The co-creations have materialised due to invites to Thaiday alone, inclusion of co-
created collaborative work being merely an afterthought. The exception to this is 
Beizam, which was included under slightly different circumstances. This has almost 
certainly contributed to the one-sidedness of the consideration of our works. 
My inclusion may also not fit the theme of an already pre-gendered exhibition. 
Institutions have attempted to subvert the works towards themes that are not always 
compatible with the collaborative model. This is understandable. However, in every 
situation, the nature of the work was comprehensively explained and the option not to 
show the work has always been the prerogative of the exhibitor. 
In relation to funding, my presence may compromise institutional agendas designed to 
appease benefactors, who are the driving force behind patronage. It may be difficult to 
gain funding for projects featuring Indigenous artworks if the funding also benefits a 
non-Indigenous artist. This situation is more complex and may only be overcome 
once further understanding of the work is achieved. 
There may also be an issue acknowledging a relatively unknown artist exhibiting in 
high-profile exhibitions looking to grandstand big-name artists, which can affect 
marketing agendas. Publicists and marketing agendas that have nothing to do with art 
sometimes dictate content. 
Political apprehension and misaligned conservatism may prevent promotion of non-
Indigenous content among Indigenous themes. Inherent risk acknowledging non-
Indigenous creative input towards work that is culturally loaded opens potentially 
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risky terrain for institutions. This approach is perhaps the most misguided of all; 
development of their material culture has always willingly accepted external 
influence. 
The issue of familiarity. The work is instantly recognisable as Thaiday’s by audiences 
familiar with Thaiday’s practice. Conversely, the work is instantly recognisable as my 
work with people familiar with my practice. Given my practice is not as widely 
circulated as Thaiday’s, my creative direction within the work may not be recognised 
proportionately by institutions or viewers unfamiliar with my work. 
The work has existed for a relatively brief time. Most issues have surrounded a 
reoccurring theme that, in time, will hopefully pass. The work could not have come to 
fruition without the co-creative input of Thaiday and me through a series of 
circumstances that brought us together. The co-created nature of the work cannot be 
changed or undone. The purpose of its making can never be altered and the 
undeniable aesthetic of both artists cannot be denied. 
Other views obtained from Kershaw point to a shift from predominately non-
Indigenous curators to predominately Indigenous curatorial teams possibly applying a 
proprietary construct towards ownership in favour of Indigenous recognition. 
Kershaw explains the following. 
The curators of Indigenous art within institutions have changed in recent years from 
being almost exclusively non-Indigenous to now almost entirely Indigenous. I think it 
may have been easier for a non-Indigenous curator to accept the merits of an 
Indigenous/non-Indigenous work than it would be for an Indigenous curator. I detect 
some proprietary construct to what is Indigenous art by Indigenous curators.204  
Bishop’s view on the subject points to miss alignment with moving agendas. Bishop 
expresses the following insight. 
The idea that any involvement from a non-Indigenous artist whether it being in 
collaboration or otherwise with the work of an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
artist, usually and particularly in the context that’s it’s often being exhibited in, 
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doesn’t necessarily suit the curatorial agenda at that point in time. That’s the first 
point. So those agendas change and that could either be delivered through the re-
visioning process through subsequent curators. Or it could be through the re-visioning 
process of the director at that point in time. A different director coming in might 
change that perception again. And I think that is really important to know that there 
are moving agendas.205  
Through my experience working with Thaiday, I have learnt not all institutional 
enquiries represent the same opportunities. Our engagement since 2013 has led to a 
close bond and friendship. I am now in a position in which I can evaluate an 
opportunity, and determine whether it is mutually beneficial or if my role is merely to 
help Thaiday realise new work without the co-creative collaborative engagement. 
This is important in negotiating new opportunities. 
These are categorised into two areas: opportunities that have potential to be produced 
in a co-created collaborative sense, and opportunities to offer my assistance in the 
development of a new solo work for Thaiday, without being part of the process as a 
co-creator. Moving forward, there needs to be careful decision-making to ensure 
institutions attempting to fit our co-creates into shows incompatible with my 
involvement are diverted towards Thaiday’s solo practice. 
Carriageworks’s Dari proposal, and a recent invitation from the Queensland Art 
Gallery & Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA) requesting that Thaiday apply for an 
expression of interest, represent two good examples in which clear definitions 
favoured both models retrospectively. The Carriageworks exhibition proposal 
potentially involved the production of a performative automated Dari, suiting the 
collaborative model. A proposal was tabled to Beatrice Gralton as a co-created work 
between Thaiday and me. It was initially well received; however, funding for the 
project was insufficient for us to achieve the collaborative proposal. 
The QAGOMA commission was a static sculpture, recognising the significance of 
Indigenous culture in Australia and the celebration of a renowned Queensland artist. 
The invitation did not serve as a possible artistic collaborative opportunity. In this 
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instance, I offered to help Thaiday with his proposal (see Figure 150), and realise the 
work if successful. The proposal comprised a traditional sardine scoop to be cast in 
bronze and presented as a free-standing sculpture. There was no reactive automation, 
film or audio and the objective of the commission in no way favoured my inclusion or 
needed it. 
 
Figure 150. hand sketch of Sardine Scoop for QAGOMA commission (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr, 2016) 
My role was to assist Thaiday to realise a design for his proposal and digital 
presentation. (see Figure 151) My involvement beyond this only extended to the 
interpretation of Thaiday’s work and my technical expertise to produce it on his 
behalf—none of which required my title or artistic description among the work. 
 
Figure 151. 3D CAD design for Dr Ken Thaiday Snr, Sardine Scoop for QAGOMA commission (Jason 
Christopher, 2016) 
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Despite difficulties and missed opportunities, there is genuine ongoing institutional 
interest in the work. New insight and developments will endure past the completion of 
this thesis. At present, it is clear the works will struggle in the short term to achieve 
goals in context to the realisation of our objectives. This will be tested in the coming 
months and years. 
While I have been fortunate to have experienced many situations informing my 
research, a comprehensive study of community acceptance remains an area that would 
have increased understanding of underlying circumstances affecting institutional and 
marketplace acceptance. This would have also presented a beneficial indicator of the 
works’ success. To provide an adequate summary of community-based acceptance, 
further extensive research among communities would have to have been undertaken. 
Due to time constraints, logistical reasons and ethics approvals, this was not possible. 
Community acceptance can also present as a double-edged sword. Indigenous 
communities are fighting for the promotion and preservation of their culture; the 
promotion of cross-cultural involvement is sometimes at odds with this plight. There 
is a complex matrix of events forming the opinions of all who engage with the works, 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous alike. Understanding the origins of these perspectives 
helps negotiate a greater understanding of the works’ genesis. 
Griffiths, in response to the question ‘Have Torres Strait Islander’s got behind non-
Indigenous involvement’, explains how Indigenous perspective affects the promotion 
of external acceptance when addressing broader issues on a larger stage: 
I think it is very difficult to accept and promote at the same time—TSI are very 
accepting within Island and community. However, on the larger stage they are 
fighting for recognition as a separate Indigenous people of Australia so this presents a 
constant struggle.206 
In line with sensitivities associated with promoting cross-cultural engagement, media 
sources are reluctant to delve into the idea of cross-cultural exchange. A common 
theme discussed among artists and experts in the field points towards a lack of 
appropriate media questioning. One-sided media discussion is a major contributor, 
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affecting balanced appraisal and recognition of cross-cultural collaboration. Griffiths 
identifies media trepidation in addressing external involvement for fear of promoting 
a sense of paternalism towards the Indigenous artists involved: 
The untold story of whitefella involvement in the contemporary construct of 
Indigenous art practice and development is a very large story, one that should be 
celebrated not swept under the carpet. It is not paternal or dominating it is equal and 
trusting.207 
Griffiths also explains that loaded questions, combined with language barriers, can 
often result in unbalanced answers: 
The problem with questions and collecting information by the media and researchers 
in a cross-language manner is that the questions are often loaded and the person is put 
under pressure to answer in English so a double translation takes place and they can 
only consider the immediate or main point. Occidental methods and linear 
questioning is not always suitable and does not always produce a rounded picture.208 
Artists are rarely afforded questions that are orientated towards cross-cultural and co-
created aspects of the work. Through my involvement, I cannot recall any media 
coverage, outside the Monaco exhibition, that has sought to trigger any discussions 
surrounding the cross-cultural, co-created aspect of the work. 
Thaiday, in addressing this issue, is not always provided the opportunity to elaborate 
on the cross-cultural aspects of the work. This is due to the line of questioning and his 
own more pressing concerns, which are usually orientated towards the promotion of 
his culture and people. Thaiday’s ability to promote cross-cultural engagement is 
served through the co-creation of works; it is for others to acknowledge and champion 
the cross-cultural development of his practice. Bishop expands further on this: 
But again, Ken being the person that he is, he will say it when he needs to say it. He 
is not necessarily of the capability to be able to, for what is a better term act as a 
champion against curatorial agendas, unless he is specifically asked and he won’t be. 
He won’t be specifically asked because it would take a brave curator to pick up the 
phone and do that, to kind of challenge the institutional agenda or the curatorial 
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agenda at that point in time. So that is what I feel has probably been the key issue 
there. 
Because it’s not being articulated in the right way and in the right place so there are 
very few champions so to speak able to get up and say it. As I mentioned, Ken 
probably doesn’t realise when and where he could say something and what effect that 
might have. Although, he did do it at the Red Ochre award, which I don’t think you 
could get a better platform for that recognition at that point in time.209 
Successful artistic collaboration, in general, is intrinsically difficult to accomplish, 
notwithstanding the cultural issues the co-creations have faced. The situations and 
experiences the collaborative works have endured are part of the process. It is 
important to document these events through vehicles such as this thesis. Other 
collaborative arrangements face similar hurdles and have their own stories to tell. 
Throughout the research period, I have been in conversation with other collaborators 
who are dealing with similar issues. 
As industry and appetite for the works grow, the level of professionalism must also 
keep pace. Contracts and procedures need to be implemented and complied with to 
protect all parties. It is also important to protect moral rights and intellectual property 
in the exhibition proposal process.210 
An area of oversight for me related to IP. During the co-creates, I was so concerned 
about the effects on IP owned by Thaiday that I neglected to consider the potential 
misappropriation of my own IP. Thaiday’s IP was most likely never at risk of 
compromise, by virtue of global institutional exposure, the high profile his work 
generates and the existence of his culture. Concepts I designed in response to our 
artistic collaboration, particularly reactive automation and orchestration of Thaiday’s 
work, was under threat. In particular, the idea of orchestrating works to move in 
rhythm to Thaiday’s chants and songs as self-performative objects responding to 
Thaiday’s loss of mobility, was at risk. There have been several occasions in which 
my concepts have been relayed back to me as if they had been conceived by others. 
These risks affect all artists and there are systems in place to protect artists from IP 
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and moral rights issues. Occasionally, I have asserted my moral and IP rights through 
my experience co-creating with Thaiday. 
Misrepresentation denies artists the opportunity to positively gain from their output. 
In entering the collaborative process, you cannot deny the benefits that are due to you. 
For me, there were several and the works mostly fulfilled their obligations towards 
me. There are obligations that the works are yet to fulfil; these may come in time. 
Institutional acceptance remains an ongoing pursuit. The works will ultimately end up 
on public display in future exhibitions, and the task of ensuring correct representation 
of the works will again pose challenges. There are those within institutions that I have 
dealt with who understand the importance of the work, and given the opportunity, will 
promote our co-creatives correctly. 
Already, there are indications that some institutions are shaping a way forward. 
Griffiths, in response to two separate questions, cited the following observations: 
Nikki Cumpston made a bold move in curating Tarnanthi in 2017 and included 
Erub’s non-Indigenous collaborators. Gallery director Nick Mitzevich has made 
another bold decision to include Indigenous art in the main collections alongside all 
other art forms. This is a very slow and evolving process. Hopefully with the 
appointment of Nick Mitzevich from the Art Gallery of South Australia to the top job 
at the NGA will help this process of recognition of collaboration. I look forward to a 
shake-up at the NGA.211 
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 Cultural Sustainability, Authenticity, Protocols, Ethics and Cross-
Cultural Arrangements  
External input from a non-Indigenous source or inclusion of new technologies does 
not diminish the authenticity of co-created works. Cross-cultural engagement 
throughout the history of the Torres Strait Islands is evidence of this. Inclusiveness of 
their culture has fostered production of our collaborative works.   
Ethics and protocols are not limited to non-Indigenous involvement. Artists adhere to 
strict protocols accessing and referencing material for their artworks. Stories, ideas 
and knowledge are intensely guarded and secured by those who own them. I was 
fortunate and privileged to have been guided by Thaiday and surrounded by experts in 
the field such as Kershaw and Bishop that have dealt with Indigenous artists and 
cultural themes for extended periods. 
Sometimes, protocols and procedures can place you in awkward and difficult 
situations, especially once a friendship has been formed, or in the case of a brief 
meeting by chance. Asking a friend, stranger, colleague or collaborator to sign 
extensive documentation when permission has already been explicitly expressed or 
conveyed verbally to you can sometimes be awkward. It is a necessary part of the 
process that does not always fit within the reality of how things may unfold in the 
field. 
To achieve objectives through mutual collaboration, individuals must be mutually 
willing participants. Through mutual trust and respect for one another, Thaiday and I 
never experienced conflict surrounding our intentions or the creation of our work. 
Reflecting on this, in relation to external pressures imposed on the work, highlights 
the intensity and effort Thaiday and I invested in these works, blocking issues that 
may otherwise cause division. 
Griffiths states: 
Collaborations for me have been successful based on long-term associations and 
friendships. They are based on trust.212 
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Griffiths further explains that symmetry and attribution is agreed upon at the start of 
the intended collaborative engagement to avoid disputes over acknowledgement. 
Each project and collaboration requires a level of trust but parameters must be laid 
out very early at the beginning.213 
Thaiday and I did not begin cross-cultural engagement together having to negotiate 
asymmetry within the co-created works; a natural symmetry evolved on its own 
accord. My collaborative relationship and output with Thaiday is driven by a desire to 
produce works of art, first and foremost—through these works, external factors may 
present complications that are outside of our control. However, internally, and with 
respect to co-ownership, this has never presented an issue. Thaiday and I are not 
restricted by navigating external issues; it is part of the process we must acknowledge 
and resolve. 
Collaborations are largely governed by our personal set of circumstances, 
administered on our own terms. To date, we have not had to confront any cultural 
complications or concerns connected with the work that has halted us from moving 
forward. Our artistic collaborative process fuses both our worlds. Skill and knowledge 
are united on a parallel plane. Elements are synchronised and forged as one. The 
result is work that is identifiable as emanating from both artists. Through this process, 
we maintain our aesthetic and cultural independence. In this way, sensitive cultural 
information is not influenced by me. Instead, our cultures and knowledge base are 
shared and preserved within the works. 
Bishop explores the idea these works encourage discourse surrounding the issue of IP. 
Bishop views this as a positive step in moving towards a greater understanding of 
cross-cultural engagement within the arts sector: 
But over time as things move, questions are going to start coming up. I think being 
able to speak to them and speak to them honestly about the idea of co-opting 
Indigenous IP into new works. Who’s got title and who’s got rights and all the rest of 
it. I think that’s a healthy conversation to be able to do and this piece does that, these 
pieces do that. 
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They open up the idea of a conversation and if we are not talking, then we don’t 
move forward, we just kind of stand in our own corners and mumble over our 
shoulders about each other. 
So fundamentally, like I said, you are really doing the hard yards on this because 
there’s are a lot of cans of worms that are going to be opened and that’s great. 
Because if they are not, then you know, we won’t see serious discourse and serious 
collaborations taking place in the future for fear of offence.214 
For cultures to understand and learn from each other, cultural etiquette is sometimes 
breached. This is an important means by which cultures can learn from one another. I 
am confident that if sensitivities arose, they would be managed without major 
concern. Healthy debate regarding the ownership of ideas, stories, songs, dances and 
many other elements of material culture, drives the continuation of their current 
contemporary art movement. Any concerns would be voiced immediately. There are 
strict laws and procedures that are self-regulated within the community. If my 
research and collaborative work impinged on these rules, they would be managed 
internally by the community and resolved. 
Thaiday has ownership of the cultural content within the co-creations; external 
permission is not required. This research only documents artists and cultural 
representations that are already in the public domain, and thus, avoids the risk of 
impinging on cultural sensitivities. 
Prior to public display, permission to create these works would have been granted by 
the story owners or those connected to events narrated in the work. Sometimes, artists 
and their families possess this knowledge or ownership is inherited through ancestral 
lineage. Culturally sensitive material unable to be shared with outsiders may be 
hidden in imagery only accessible to those in the community that are privy to such 
knowledge. 
Griffiths has worked in and among Torres Strait Islander culture for over 25 years. 
When asked about navigating cultural protocols and sensitive cultural information, 
Griffiths explains: 
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I have been working in the Torres Strait for over 25 years—makes this quite difficult 
to answer as much of how I talk, speak and act has been formed over time. However, 
on all major works conducted at the art centre there is a process of letting the 
community know what is happening and seeking of permission from the PBC 
[PBC—Prescribed Body Corporate—A body put in place to steer cultural issues 
towards the correct people on each island. Sometimes they act as cultural advisors but 
this was not their original role] and Elders or people who a particular story or place 
belongs to.215 
Seeking permission, researching and gaining insight into cultural narrative can be a 
time-consuming endeavour for artists. Among the artists discussed, this forms an 
integral and necessary part of the process of transcribing their culture. This process 
equips artists to be custodial messengers, passing on vital knowledge for future 
Elders. Nona, Tipoti and others have demonstrated a keen awareness and drive to 
reclaim the knowledge of their ancestral past. Artists like Nona and Tipoti positively 
influence communities through their art practice by reconnecting Torres Strait 
Islanders with their material and oral culture. 
Nona and Tipoti conducted independent research referencing artefacts Haddon 
removed from the Islands during the arrival of the LMS, allowing them to expand 
cultural enrichment. Research establishes ancestral family lineages and is used to 
piece together important facets of material and oral cultures, lost through Western 
engagement. Artists use this research incorporating new-found knowledge within the 
artworks’ narrative. They also cross reference, consolidate and bolster information by 
seeking permission and advice from Elders and holders of living memories and stories 
when producing new artworks. This helps to bring a fragmented material culture back 
together. 
Interestingly, some of these artists are still guided by ancestral spirits, allowing them 
to reconnect pathways that lead them in artistic pursuits. Tipoti seeks guidance from 
Zugabal, ancestral spirits that guide and direct him in his quest to relay stories through 
his art.216 
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These authoritative works reinforce cultural bonds and preserve cultural information 
through distribution among local and international markets. Financial marketing of 
these important cultural themes is a necessary part of the process, enabling artists to 
expand cultural reach, reinforcing preservation and promotion of culture globally. 
Exposing sensitive material to outsiders affects cultural privacy. Artists are accepting 
of these risks, and aware of the importance of promoting customs and traditions 
globally in terms of ensuring security and viability for their culture. 
Financial benefits are sometimes a cause for debate. However, most communities 
realise the advantages of growing markets reinforcing culture and identity. While 
capitalists’ gains do not sit well with a culture built on the fair and even distribution 
of resources, funds generated are now a welcome return for the value placed on 
contribution to global culture. Money, often distributed through the community or 
church, helps encourage the willing participation in the circulation of their culture. 
Artistic narratives are extended to include other functions, such as determining IP 
disputes, ownership and land rights among other affairs requiring arbitration. It is 
important that artists ensure accuracy by following correct protocols and procedures 
when developing work used in mediation, and avoid impinging on moral and IP rights 
of others within the community. 
As with all art forms, work is sometimes plagiarised and stories misrepresented or 
appropriated. This is a matter for debate within the constructs of Island custom and 
law. Prominent practising artists form a close-knit community; any misappropriation 
of IP would cause embarrassment among a group of artists who attribute their work to 
their proud history. Contrastingly, in non-Indigenous art markets, appropriation of 
ideas and imagery is commonplace. 
‘Appropriation is as old as art itself’, says Christopher Allen, The Australian’s 
national art critic.217 Bridget Cormack cites Allen in her article relating to the ethics 
of cultural borrowing: 
                                                     
217 Bridget Cormack, ‘The Ethics of Cultural Borrowing’, The Weekend Australian, 18 December 2012, 
www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/visual-arts/the-ethics-of-cultural-borrowing/news-
story/ccc7c0b388860749a1568c96fecd8d1f?sv=eb3c041375b399c5a5dd8f6105af85b0. 
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Postmodernism accepts this appropriation in the process of artmaking. While 
prominent artists like Imants Tillers have negotiated the pitfalls and sensitivities of 
cultural borrowing in the Australian public domain, there are no clear international 
frameworks in place for artists to distinguish between what may be borrowed from 
global aesthetics and what may be borrowed from Indigenous imagery in the public 
domain.218 
In Howard Morphy’s essay for the National Gallery of Australia, he discusses what 
may constitute these differences, citing Tiller’s use of Aboriginal imagery within his 
work.219 
The Thaiday/Christopher approach resides among a complex environment of cultural 
exchange in which all artists participate. Like most artists, our work references local 
and global material. When navigating what constitutes ‘no-go zones’ in cultural 
references, I rely on Thaiday’s guidance. There is no-one better equipped than he to 
speak on this. Within the context of our engagement, the possibility for grey areas to 
develop as a consequence of external viewpoints remains. Worth and authenticity of 
our work are subjective, as with all art, and reliant on views of others to promote or 
deny. 
Residing between the realms of contemporary art and cultural artefact presents more 
external issues than internal for Thaiday and me. Cultural ties and references to the 
Torres Strait Islands and Western cultures are inseparably bound within the constructs 
of the co-created works. 
This fusion of cultures and aesthetics is not hidden; it is exemplified in the foreground 
of the work. Thaiday and I are inextricably connected to the work. Each artist’s part in 
the work is not possible without the other. Together, we have embedded our cultural 
backgrounds among the work and onto each other. 
                                                     
218 Ibid. 
219 Howard Morphy, ‘Impossible to Ignore: Imants Tillers’ response to Aboriginal Art’, National 
Gallery of Australia Exhibition, last updated 2006, 
https://nga.gov.au/Exhibition/TILLERS/Default.cfm?MnuID=4&Essay=5. 
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Bishop bears witness to our cross-cultural engagement, explaining how he references 
our work in discussions relating to embedding Indigenous perspective: 
I think what’s really interesting, is that the cultural exchange that has taken place in 
the work for your work and particularly in around the PhD is exactly that. There has 
been a clear embedment from both sides, you know, Ken’s embedded and Indigenous 
perspective into your work, and you’ve been able to embed your cultural background 
into Ken and Ken’s work. So you are both much more the richer for the collaboration, 
fundamentally, then if you would have been trying to have do it among yourselves.220 
 
  
                                                     
220 Bishop, personal communication with the author (50.11, 50.23, 50.46). See Appendix B. 
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Chapter 4. Conclusion 
This research sought to contextualise co-created works, created between 2013–2016 
by Dr Ken Thaiday Snr and myself. A brief overview of the history and events 
leading to the contemporary Torres Strait Islander art movement provided context to 
the origins, placement and purpose of the Thaiday/Christopher artistic collaborative 
engagement. 
Aims and objectives expanded to include the response to these works through public 
exhibitions held locally and abroad.  
Unfolding events throughout the research period provided most of the subject matter. 
In conclusion, I drew on lived experiences our works have been exposed through. The 
main objectives driving the research were to provide context to the current 
contemporary art movement identifying current influences to which Torres Strait 
Islander artists are responding and to create an environment, allowing sustained 
cultural exchange through the process of collaboration as a non-Indigenous artist 
participating in the Torres Strait Islander contemporary art movement.  
Genesis of the current contemporary Torres Strait Islands art movement is addressed 
in Chapters 1 and 2. A brief discussion of historical events that have shaped today’s 
contemporary artists provides a description of the environment that my research 
explored, and contextualises the Thaiday/Christopher collaborative works. 
My research investigated the integration of new technologies, external influence and 
the reformatting of cultural narratives shown to have been influential in revitalising 
cultural identity of Torres Strait Islanders. The success of their art movement has 
enabled Torres Strait Islanders to contribute to a global culture in an unprecedented 
way, further securing their future, and promoting their customs and traditions to the 
world. 
The contemporary Torres Strait Islander art movement provides a major arts industry 
export for Australia, promoting and elevating the richness and diversity of Australia’s 
multicultural community. The Indigenous revival that Torres Strait Islanders have 
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enjoyed has enriched contemporary art markets and expanded the cultural footprint of 
Torres Strait Islander communities. 
Adapting to pressures of external influence and change through adaptation, 
innovation, and resilience are key cultural attributes that enable Torres Strait Islanders 
to reclaim their customs and traditions. These attributes are inherent in a proud and 
dignified warrior culture that existed for thousands of years. Their culture faced the 
real prospect of total annihilation, because of the influx of foreigners during the 
pearling era and population dissipation to mainland Australia and elsewhere. The 
introduction of Christianity had perhaps the most devastating effect on the 
continuation of their oral and material culture. 
Today, these incursions have been turned to their advantage. Island groups are now 
unified and their collective culture now adopts these influences, manipulating them to 
fit within the constructs of their evolving culture. In doing so, their culture is 
expanded and reformed to fit new paradigms that are more in tune with the daily 
activities of their communities. This trait has extended to the creation of 
contemporary artworks that have embraced the many advantages their exposure to 
new and expansive mediums and technologies has afforded these artists. With 
dwindling natural resources and the need to manage and preserve natural habitats, 
artists have been quick to respond with new materials and production methods. 
Equipped with new resources, artists have developed an art style that has 
reinvigorated interest in local and international Indigenous art markets. Their clever 
use of external influences has manifested new and innovative artworks over the last 
25 years. At the forefront of this movement are Thaiday, Tipoti, Nona and Robinson. 
Among these artists, there are many more significant contributors. On the periphery, 
artists, Elders, collaborators, institutions and agents and those who are no longer with 
us, are also crucial to the success of this movement. 
The artists researched reside at the cutting edge of Indigenous contemporary arts. 
They are trusted guardians of their culture, tasked to ensure security and promotion of 
their material and oral culture. They have found novel ways to navigate cultural 
sensitivities by employing and adapting cultural protocols to allow the production of 
publicly displayed artwork. 
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The authority, innovation, skill and dexterity these artists apply to their artistic 
practice is credited as largely responsible for the cultural revival that exists today. 
Their works transcribe oral histories through an Island narrative style that encodes 
and preserves their culture for future generations. The technological means by which 
these artists wield their creativity opens new areas for artists to explore, expanding on 
important cultural themes integral for igniting the interest of younger generations. 
The protection of ownership rights and cultural sensitivities are challenged through 
the public display of these works. The adaptation of cultural protocols that best fit 
current objectives has enabled an expansion of cultural richness, keeping pace with 
global developments. 
Healthy competition drives these artists. Debates, rivalry and one-upmanship instils 
pride and ensures artists do not become complacent within their practice. The recent 
artistic arena has replaced the battlefield arena for these former warrior-culture 
descendants. 
Each artist researched has a different approach to their practice and role in the 
community. Their work is current and continues to push boundaries of contemporary 
art and cultural promotion. This thesis has attempted to contextualise the current 
Torres Strait Islander art movement and ensuing cultural revival as a consequence of 
resilient and progressive cultural adaptation to external influences exerted on customs 
and traditions. For the thesis to have developed beyond known historical evidence, the 
research required the creation of subject matter. This was achieved through cultural 
exchange and the sharing of ideas manifested in the form of newly created works of 
art: Thaiday/Christopher works  
The introduction of our artistic collaborative works provided new material for 
furthering my research. Documenting our engagement, and following in real time the 
production of works, created areas to explore within the constructs of an evolving 
Torres Strait Islander contemporary art movement. 
Of the artists discussed, my pairing with Thaiday provided me the best possible 
scenario for developing co-created works and the research topic. Through good 
fortune and chance, the thesis was informed by our developing artistic partnership. 
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This allowed for the creation of new and expanding material throughout the duration 
of my research. 
Thaiday is perhaps the most progressively innovative of all the artists researched, with 
a knack for setting trends and staying ahead of the pack. His ability to reside in 
multiple creative arenas is evidence of this. His practice has remained at the pinnacle 
of cultural revival for almost 30 years, while also performing comfortably within the 
contemporary arts. His solo body of work emanates from his talents in dance and 
orchestration, and resides in most recognised major institutions nationally and abroad. 
Thaiday has continually set the benchmark for others to follow. 
The development of a unique collaborative arrangement and subsequent 
Thaiday/Christopher co-created works has presented Thaiday and myself the 
opportunity to explore areas untapped by our peers, creating a means of artistic 
collaboration that is distinct among Torres Strait Islander contemporary arts. Creating 
a point of difference between other collaborative arrangements, Thaiday and I have 
opened another genre for artists to explore.  
Through the course of Thaiday’s practice, ephemeral application of his work 
accompanying song and dance transitioned to fulfil agendas within the contemporary 
arts. Thaiday’s practice has again evolved new meaning and purpose through the 
Thaiday/Christopher collaborations. By participating in sustained cultural and creative 
exchange between Indigenous/non-Indigenous culture, Thaiday has allowed his 
practice to explore untapped resources. The exploration of automation through our 
collaborative arrangement has broken new ground in the representation of traditional 
practice. 
His stable of works includes performative arts, culturally inspired solo work, 
contemporary solo work, and cross-cultural collaborative work. Thaiday expands his 
reach and ability, situating his work among various artistic genres. This is 
important—Thaiday views himself as a creative force across all genres. This has 
afforded Thaiday versatility when exhibiting work. Solo works can fit curatorial 
agendas that are incompatible with the collaborative model. He can also move the 
collaborative model into shows that may not fit the solo works. Museum acquisitions 
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of traditional solo work are also offset by his universal contemporary art and 
collaborative model. 
The protracted level of cross-cultural engagement and intense interaction resulted in 
the production of high-profile artworks, changing the landscape of collaborative 
engagement within this movement. 
The Thaiday/Christopher works produced a new category for artists and institutions to 
engage in. No other examples of work within the genre of contemporary Torres Strait 
Islander art can be accurately compared to the sustained level of a one-on-one artistic 
collaboration and cross-cultural exchange. Since 2013, Thaiday and I have been 
engaged in a cross-cultural conversation of ideas through our automated technology-
based work, posing many challenges for institutional understanding and 
acknowledgment of the work. 
Through my research and experience co-creating with Thaiday, it became evident 
(despite the perceived duality of our cultural experience) that our work together 
existed interdependently. The work embodies a symbiosis of creative thought based 
on commonalities of shared experiences within the marine environment and arts that 
shaped a platform from which to build. 
While Thaiday and I worked towards a common goal—to produce a synergetic effect 
derived from diverse cultural influence—the work was often misunderstood on many 
levels. Our works are often understood as being independently created by either one 
of us, depending on who is viewing the work and their familiarity with our art 
practices. This is the most benign of all misconceptions, by not recognising the 
distinction between our practices reinforces the success of our works’ synergy. This 
misconception is a common occurrence that supports our ability to combine creative 
thought cohesively within the co-created artworks. It is emanated mainly from the 
public. More insidious levels of misunderstanding occurred once a full understanding 
of the work and its co-created history was provided but not acknowledged. This has 
been experienced throughout the time the works have been publicly displayed. 
Researching and documenting the response to the Thaiday/Christopher works was 
perhaps the most difficult aspect of the thesis to convey. Legalities, verbal 
conversations and the inability to have all parties with whom I had discussions sign 
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the ethics approval proved difficult when compiling usable evidence within the 
research paper. 
There were many sensitivities involved in obtaining responses from industry 
professionals and artists within the field which limited available feedback. In 
addressing this response, I have relied primarily on anecdotal notes and observations 
through lived experiences as the co-creator of the works. 
The research outcome is mainly represented through the realisation of work produced. 
The existence of the co-created works provides a perceptible outcome that now exists 
in the public domain. 
Acknowledging the work on equal terms has presented a challenging issue for some 
institutions. The work cannot be separated or credited to one artist over the other. The 
Indigenous merits of the work are matched by the non-Indigenous merits in the work, 
and so too, the conceptual input. The production of work is interdependent. Cultural 
references remain the property of Thaiday, while other aspects of the work are the 
trademark of my art practice. 
Institutions exhibiting other collaborative engagements within this genre have 
previously not dealt with the cultural sensitivities our work has presented. All artists 
researched in this thesis have engaged in collaboration, with the collaborating partner 
mostly residing in the background. 
The Thaiday/Christopher collaborative arrangement is designed to engage on mutual 
terms, equally sharing and contributing to the outcome. The work cannot exist 
without either one of us, and each is equally present through the aesthetic and 
conceptualisation of the work. This presents institutions with a conundrum when 
fulfilling curatorial agendas. 
The willingness of institutions to exhibit the work, notwithstanding institutional 
denial of my involvement, can be viewed as a positive affirmation of the aesthetic 
value of the work. Thaiday/Christopher’s combined success in creating a visual 
appeal institutions are looking to incorporate into exhibitions is a solid starting point. 
Our role now is to lift institutional understanding to the next level, which allows for 
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the acknowledgment, promotion and embracing of my non-Indigenous involvement, 
and what that represents to cross-cultural exchange and Australian contemporary arts. 
The artworks are designed to demonstrate cross-cultural connectivity, and numerous 
other functions that act independently outside of connections to indigenous content, 
such as marine conservation and universal contemporary art themes. They act as 
innovative contemporary works of art and modern-day cultural artefacts. As cultural 
bastions, they help entice youth to participate in cultural events and contribute to an 
expanding contemporary art movement showcasing Australia’s cultural worth to 
global audiences. This is achieved through exposure to large audiences nationally and 
internationally as a result of exhibitions the works have been involved with.  The 
works’ contribution to narrowing the cultural divide between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people is perhaps the most important function missed by institutions. This 
has been an underlying theme throughout the collaborative engagement. Thaiday and 
I have opened dialogue through these works; we have taken up the mantle of cross-
cultural exchange and successfully shared and integrated our cultures, personalities 
and creative powers. 
A primary objective of the research, to engage through the sharing of ideas between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous perspectives, was accomplished. The outcome—
distinctive co-created artworks—was realised and documented with subsequent 
response to the works continuing to unfold over time. Our engagement created a 
tangible force that cannot be withdrawn, providing a platform from which others can 
respond and build. 
Thaiday and I came together effortlessly in formulating the creative intimacy that has 
developed through our work together. In a difficult and competitive environment 
hampered by political sensitivities, limited funds, insurmountable deadlines and a lack 
of understanding and acknowledgement, the union of complete strangers achieved the 
creation of three major works that were featured in four major exhibitions, nationally 
and abroad, over five years. 
In addition to this, and perhaps more importantly, we navigated the terrain of cultural 
sensitivities without issue. We sidestepped ego, traversed the landmines of 
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institutional acceptance and merged cultures, combining ideas to create original and 
ground-breaking works of contemporary art. 
The works actively served a seldom-explored genre by physically engaging in cultural 
exchange through the sharing of ideas on a personal level. The works also explored 
new and innovative contemporary art practices, cultural preservation and promotion, 
and environmental conservation. The relationship and work are real, and philosophies 
behind the work are coherent. However big or small the relative contribution is, it is 
undeniable through the works’ existence. 
By opening dialogue through the creation of these works, the cultural divide has been 
bridged and the sharing of ideas is not as difficult as common perceptions may 
portray. In this bilateral initiative, the reciprocation of enquiry is all it has taken to 
creatively move forward. The relationship Thaiday and I developed used our creative 
force to convey a series of shared ideas, the physicality of our work manifesting as the 
vehicle for promoting our interaction and shared knowledge. 
Through the research experience, I can conclude that local institutions have not been 
willing to promote the works’ cross-cultural origins, nor the Indigenous/non-
Indigenous collaborative ethos. Institutions to date have not been wholly prepared to 
shift from the political difficulties and sensitivities that the works are immersed 
within. 
The works require more time and exposure within the public domain and further 
understanding before their full benefits can emerge. As with efforts in all art forms 
that seek to engage in sensitive political arenas, our work will require the benefit of 
time before acceptance and understanding is realised. It is hoped that institutional 
attitudes are swayed and momentum shifted towards the promotion of the work, so 
that our efforts become relevant and recognised for what they can achieve. 
Involving myself in the research to the extent that I did (emotionally, financially and 
creatively) placed me in a difficult position, from which I was unable to divorce 
myself. Aside from obligations to the research, resilience, stubbornness and belief is 
what has sustained efforts to continue collaborating, developing, sharing, producing 
and moving forward. These are the traits of Torres Strait Islander culture that I have 
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shared in. Together, they are firmly entrenched in the belief we are creating ideas that 
contribute to future cultural exchange and advancement of Australia’s cultural profile. 
I am thankful that Thaiday and I were steadfast and resolute in overcoming obstacles 
and barriers, standing up to political agendas and establishment. I am grateful that we 
continued pursuing our own line of enquiry, despite the issues and challenges. The 
works and our collaborative engagements are based on mutual terms and friendship, a 
union reinforced by our mutual love of the seascape and a passion to create and 
contribute. 
There are many facets worth exploring that this research does not address. Analysis 
devoid of any personal connection would benefit the work that Thaiday and I have 
created. 
The works has set a valuable precedent for possible cross-cultural engagements that 
are reactive and tangible in their sharing of cultural experience and knowledge.  
There were no token gestures or promises between each other in undertaking the 
works and research, simply the realisation of actual events and the ensuing outcome. 
Now that the works and their story are documented through this research, it is hoped 
this type of engagement will become more prevalent, accessible and widely accepted. 
This research adopted a style reflective of Thaiday’s and my journey together in the 
creation of a friendship and creative partnership that evolved as opportunities arose 
and events unfolded. It is not rigid, structured or overly academic in style. It is in line 
with the nature of its inception and the events that transpired during the research 
period. 
Thaiday and I are at the forefront of attempts to draw attention to a situation in need 
of a platform from which to build. We have been tasked to push through barriers that 
have been presented to us and we hope to leave a legacy. 
The Beizam and Clamshell 2013 works will be exhibited at the Museum of Applied 
Arts and Sciences in August 2017 for six months. It is hoped this will inspire a new 
beginning of understanding and acceptance for the works. I have been enriched and 
fortunate to have been able to participate in this line of enquiry. It is my fervent wish 
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that the thesis and artwork continue to work towards inspiring creative pathways that 
Indigenous/non-Indigenous artists can pursue, exchanging ideas and working together 
to promote cultural diversity, understanding and Australian contemporary arts to 
global audiences. 
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Appendix A 
Jason Christopher—Artistic Practice 
Brief chronological list events leading to the collaborative engagement with Dr Ken 
Thaiday Snr. 
This appendix will discuss the development of my art practice in the lead up to my 
return to SCA and the undertaking of my research paper. I will summarise the 
conceptual and theoretical methodologies used in my artistic practice in its transition 
from manual articulation to the use of fully automated electronic systems. My art 
practice has developed over 30 years, enduring occasional breaks due to forays into 
other diverse creative fields, including film, design, architecture, urban infrastructure 
and advertising. 
 
 
Figure 152. (L) Jason Christopher working on Star Wars Episode 2 (2002), (R) Jason Christopher 
working on The Matrix (1999) 
Note: Photographer unknown. 
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Figure 153. (L) Bowl Design for Art Gallery of NSW, (R) Architectural sculpture private residence 
Photograph (L) Greg Nagel, (R ) Jason Christopher 
   
Figure 154. (L) Bike ring design for Smartpole City of Sydney, (C) Hanging Basket design for 
Smartpole City of Sydney, (R) Microcell for Smartpole City of Sydney 
Photographs: Jason Christopher. 
  
Figure 155. (L) Samsung S8 activation Sydney Opera House forecourt (2017) (R) Oreo Illusion room 
Melbourne Victoria Station (2016) 
Photographs: Jason Christopher. 
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In my formative years, I developed my practice in a rented studio in a leading 
nonferrous foundry in Sydney. At 16 years of age, I worked during school holiday 
breaks at the foundry. It was a turbulent, dangerous and hazardous environment. My 
intention was to establish a studio and learn foundry skills and pattern-making for 
later use in my developing practice. To pay the rent, I worked at the foundry between 
7 am and 3:30 pm, and developed my art practice outside these hours. 
  
Figure 156. (L) Jason Christopher welding junk metal sculpture (1994), (R) Jason Christopher 
Penshurst foundry studio (1990) 
Photographs: Andrew Christopher. 
A typical day involved shovelling three metric tonnes of oil-mixed sand into moulds, 
compacting them with a shovel, and carrying the 30 kg-plus boxes onto the floor–all 
in 50–55º C temperatures. It was physically demanding and dangerous work, which 
helped shape the dynamic of the work I went on to develop during my time at the 
foundry. 
This sweltering and dangerous environment was complemented by the sound of blast 
furnaces three metres from my work station. The atmosphere was further repressed by 
the unstable nature of co-workers—mostly introverted, disgruntled men with alcohol 
issues and a tendency for violence. The exception to this was the owner, who was a 
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generous father figure, providing me with the knowledge and opportunities to pursue 
my art practice. 
At 3:30 pm, the end of my working day, I would climb into the bulldozer and clean 
the floor in preparation for my own work, which I undertook each night. The 
endurance required to sustain my developing art practice hardened my ensuing work 
ethic. My art practice, which developed in that masculine environment, reflected the 
dynamics of that world. 
 
Figure 157. Junk metal sculptures, Video Smash Hits set (Jason Christopher, 1993) 
Through this experience, I developed skills and means through which I could realise 
my art practice. To broaden my skill set, I would often work in an industry that 
fostered the learning of the particular skill before applying it to my practice. This 
provided a methodology for expanding my skills, opening novel and expansive areas 
to explore. My work developed as consequence of the aesthetic reflection of the 
manufacturing processes I employed within my work. I still use this method to attain 
creative stimulus. 
As my worked progressed, I developed an expansive skill base, but remained 
restricted by limited resources and budgets. Through my studies at Sydney College of 
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the Arts (SCA) in the late 1980s, I developed a unique way to configure and articulate 
junk metal into figurative work based on skeletal anatomical forms. 
  
Figure 158. Jason Christopher artwork (L), Skeleton Bourke St installation (1989), (R) Installation at 
SCA graduation show (1989) 
Photograph (L) Anastasia Jovanovic 
I was inspired by Robert Klippel and Jean Tinguely. These works provided a platform 
from which to build my artistic profile and provided me with a steady source of 
income post-SCA. The body of work I produced from the late 1980s until the mid-
1990s was at the forefront of recycled metal articulations and instigated a junk metal 
revival, flooding art markets with junk metal works. 
   
Figure 159. Jason Christopher artwork (L) Installation at SCA graduation show (1989), (C), Jason 
Christopher Penshurst foundry studio (1990), (R) Junk metal sculpture Kangaroo (1993) 
Photograph (L) Anastasia Jovanovic, (C ) Andrew Christopher 
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Figure 160. Solo Show Holdsworth Galleries (1993) invitation 
Photograph (L) Anastasia Jovanovic 
 
Figure 161. Solo Show exhibition Holdsworth Galleries (Jason Christopher, 1993) 
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Through this period, my stylised figurative junk metal works were the first of their 
kind in Australian art markets and received a reasonable profile boost due to several 
television appearances and media coverage. 
 
 
Figure 162. Seven Network, live appearance on Tonight Live with Steve Vizard 
Towards the mid-1990s, as the market became flooded with junk metal works and 
buyers were no longer paying a premium for this art style, I explored other pursuits, 
including homeware design and furniture, which was sold both nationally and 
internationally through my agent, Lara Rossetti Thiebaud (director of Arx Australia 
Design). 
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Figure 163. Jason Christopher Furniture (Top) Tongue Chair (1993), (Bottom Left) Pelvis Chair 
(1994), (Bottom Right) Pelvis Stool (1994) 
Note: (Top) fibreglass, aluminium, (Bottom Left) aluminium, rubber, (Bottom Right), aluminium, 
rubber. Photographs: Greg Nagel. 
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My homeware designs were sold through various designware shops across Australia 
and New Zealand, including Alessi. My furniture was sold through West 8, a London-
based Gallery in Woolloomooloo Sydney, and Space Furniture in Sydney. 
In 1994, I decided to take a break and travel overseas to broaden my exposure to 
global culture. After two years travelling abroad—through Asia, India, Nepal, Europe 
and the Middle East—I returned to Australia in the middle of the recession. 
Fortunately, Fox Studio was being built and I turned my interest towards film. I 
secured a job on The Matrix as a model maker, which led to other work on films such 
as Mission Impossible, Star Wars and many other Hollywood and Australian films, 
before I moved into design roles in television for the Australian Broadcasting 
Corporation. 
 
Figure 164. Jason Christopher working on Star Wars Episode 2 (2002) 
Note: Photographer unknown. 
274 
   
Figure 165. (L) Jason Christopher working on Farscape (2000), (R) Playschool Clock assistant 
designer ABC (2003) 
Note: Photograph: (L) Unknown, (R) Unknown 
In the film industry, I worked with endless budgets and developed new and expansive 
skills, which promoted unlimited creative expression. I spent the better part of my 
youth developing on-hand skill sets, machinery use and manual manipulation. 
However, I was lacking in management skills and computer literacy. 
I realised that computer literacy was essential to keeping pace with the complexity of 
work I wanted to create. To become more adventurous within my practice, I required 
the ability to manage the production of work efficiently. I sought a design and 
management role, designing and managing street infrastructure, which enabled me to 
acquire these skills over a period of almost 10 years. 
  
Figure 166. (L, C) Microcell for Smartpole City of Sydney, (R) Bike ring design for Smartpole City of 
Sydney (Jason Christopher) 
275 
 
Figure 167. Hanging Basket design for Smartpole City of Sydney. (Jason Christopher) 
The development of production management, CAD skills and computer literacy has 
improved my abilities beyond any other skill base allowing me to expand on ideas 
conceptually and aesthetically beyond the possibilities of manual manipulation of 
materials. Through my engagement with urban infrastructure, I met an industrial 
designer who is now my constant collaborating partner and wife; this has greatly 
enriched the dynamic of my work. 
When I had acquired enough skills to realise works I had conceptualised, and with the 
assistance and support of my wife, I enrolled at SCA to reacquaint myself with my art 
practice. 
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Figure 168. Free Range (Jason Christopher, 2011) 
Note: Cast aluminium, mixed media, digital media, sound, audio, 300 x 100 x 200 cm. 
When I discovered the artistic trajectory of Uncle Ken’s practice, I could draw many 
connections—notwithstanding the cultural disparities—between his use of discarded 
objects, articulated figurative imagery and mechanical ingenuity. His interests in 
nature and marine environments also inspired a feeling of connectedness. 
When I analyse Uncle Ken’s works, I relate to the way he has assembled and 
formatted the elements. The intricacies involved in attaching one element to the other, 
and the purpose and composition allowing for movements to be triggered. The 
obvious resource and budget constraints have been overcome by improvisation, 
adaption, skilful application, and dextrous use of discarded materials. I can also 
appreciate the transformation of objects to operate in other functions other than what 
they were intended to do. I can understand Uncle Ken’s mindset as he assembles his 
work. Perhaps this is why Uncle Ken and I have worked so seamlessly together. 
My practice now benefits from my efforts to acquire new skills and build an 
expansive production knowledge base. I can now realise the potential of unlimited 
possibilities. My newly acquired studio is in the process of being set up with the 
technologies I utilise within my current practice. 
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Figure 169. (L) Jason Christopher at Penshurst foundry studio (1990), (R) Jason Christopher, Taren 
Point studio (1997) 
Photograph: (L) Andrew Christopher, (R ) Jason Christopher 
 
Figure 170. Jason Christopher outside Edward St Bondi Beach studio (2014) 
Photograph: Jaeme Christopher 
278 
 
Figure 171. Jason Christopher Eastgarden studio (2015) 
Photograph: Jaeme Christopher 
The computer is now where my works originate. After spending the better part of 15 
years developing CAD skills and computer modelling, I can now expand and develop 
my practice without the impediment of skill limits. 
Through my professional development, I have accumulated a vast network of industry 
suppliers and manufacturers that I can call on to assist in areas in which I do not 
possess the appropriate machinery or specialised skills. I am now able to manage my 
own output, and my industry-related contracts produce large complex builds on 
budget and time. 
My work utilises CAD and 3D modelling software, 3D printing, five-axis CNC 
machining, laser and water jet cutting and many other innovative manufacturing 
technologies combined with traditional manual manipulation and hand-crafted 
elements. My work also includes the incorporation of video and sound elements, and 
automated hydraulic and electronic systems. I began working with 3D printing in 
2008, a period in which only a handful of artists were using this technology in 
Australia (although 3D printers had been around for 30 years). 
In 2016–2017, I had an opportunity to work on the film Pacific Rim Two, designing 
and managing the production of a series of computer controlled hydraulic arms that 
279 
form the neurological link between the humans and the robots they operate. This 
provided me with an opportunity to work without budget constraints and use any 
technology I deemed necessary. 
 
Figure 172. Pacific Rim 2 computer controlled hydraulic arm design and build (2017) 
Photograph: Jason Christopher 
Through this role, I developed new ideas and ways to incorporate technologies and 
mediums into my own art practice. These ideas will form the basis for a new body of 
work I will begin post-PhD. My work has explored kinetics and automation at its 
most basic level, through to highly advanced articulation methods. 
Upon my return to SCA to undertake my MSA, I was faced with the prospect of 
reinventing my art practice having worked in the urban design sector for nearly 10 
years. By following threads uncovered through investigation of my interests and past 
involvement in urban infrastructure, I fell into the area of cultural displacement and 
Indigenous arts, which led to my PhD topic. 
Stimulus for my work came from several fronts. First, I had become interested in 
architectural models for buildings as scaffolds for vertical gardens through my 
appreciation of Patrick Blanc’s work and how it may be applied to vertical urban 
farming techniques. My interest in this area was born from my past employment 
within the urban infrastructure and design industry. In this role, I worked with a 
design brief to consolidate street infrastructure into multifunctional poles within urban 
environments, utilising vertical space. This led me to explore the use of vertical space 
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as opposed to the horizontal planes used in traditional farming techniques. Further 
investigation led me to explore ideas already in circulation. These mostly orientated 
around regaining subsistent farming techniques within urban environments using 
vertical space, thereby returning horizontal space to natural flora and fauna. 
A closer examination of traditional subsistent urban farming led me to consider the 
cultural displacement that had occurred through global Westernisation. Displacement 
of cultural connection between subsistent societies and the foods they harvested and 
consumed was now replaced with a distancing. This distancing led to a loss of 
empathy and understanding towards the animals and natural environment Western 
societies rely on for survival. 
My enquiries brought me closer to home. I had become increasingly conscious of the 
food that I accessed and how it was farmed, processed and packaged. I embarked on a 
series of works that commented on the displacement of traditional practices as a 
consequence of technological advancement that was driving factory farming. These 
works were inspired by artists such as John Gerrard (Grow Finish Unit, 2008) and my 
research into automated farming systems, which led me to investigate new 
technologies used in processing factories, such as the Kuka robotic automated 
slaughtering system. 
The main premise of my works was to illustrate how cultural displacement of 
traditional farming has manifested in a lack of empathy for animals harvested in self-
automated factory farming techniques. This theme resonated with me, as I am a 
techno junkie who loves animals. My presence in the system that contributed to these 
practices through my consumer choices compelled me to comment through the 
production of a series of satirical works. The works engaged with the reality of 
factory farming and vertical space philosophies. Battery Hens, a futuristic, modular, 
vertically stackable egg-laying unit considered both concepts, with its playful 
consideration of possible futures. 
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Figure 173. (L) Battery Hens Wall configuration (Jason Christopher 2011), (R) Battery Hens (Jason 
Christopher, 2011) 
Note: CAD Render, (R) Cast aluminium, mixed media and digital media, 100 x 100 x 100 mm. 
The works that followed used satirical humour to convey my response. Satire was the 
only way I could reconcile my participation in the subject on which the work 
commented. It would have been hypocritical of me to present hard-edge work 
considering my contribution to the situation that inspired the works. Instead, I used 
humour to ease people into the work. Once engaged, I hoped audiences would think 
deeper about the works and what they represented. 
The works responded to the automated food industry, reflecting on dislocated 
attitudes developed countries have towards their food resources. This contrasts to 
traditional subsistent farming, which would have developed a personal connection 
with their animal resources. By returning to subsistent urban farming using vertical 
space, opportunities exist to reconnect with the animals and environment on which we 
depend. Milk Machine, Free Range and Battery Hens were the three major satirical 
works I produced to convey the idea of cultural displacement. 
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Figure 174. (L) J Milk Machine (Jason Christopher, 2010), (R) Free Range (Jason Christopher 2011) 
Note: (L) Cast aluminium, mixed media, digital media, sound, audio, 100 x 200 cm, (R) Cast 
aluminium, mixed media, digital media, sound, audio, 300 x 100 x 200 cm. 
 
Figure 175. Battery Hens (Jason Christopher 2011) 
Note: Cast aluminium, mixed media, digital media, 100 x 100 x 100 mm 
My investigation into cultural displacement of traditional farming practice expanded 
to other areas of interest. Throughout this period, I had been frequently travelling 
around the Cape York Peninsula and south to Cairns, where I was exposed to the 
Torres Strait Islander culture and environment that forged it. The prospect of further 
exploring cultural displacement to include local events concerning colonial imposition 
on Indigenous cultures presented itself. As I became more exposed to and interested 
in their story, I began to envision a body of work that would reflect cultural 
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displacement through the Indigenous history of engagement with Westernisation. As I 
became more interested in local events surrounding the history of the Torres Strait 
Islanders, I began to experiment with other related works. These works commented 
on Indigenous and environmental interaction through colonial imposition. 
The colonial Bunyip series was created as a response to my interests surrounding 
Indigenous cultural displacement and the urbanisation of the Australian landscape. 
Urban Bunyip, the first work in the series was followed by Colonial Bunyip and Post-
Colonial Bunyip. These works incorporated video and sound; the visual assemblage 
of native and feral animals was combined with urban technologies and accompanied 
by the ‘Rule Britannia’ soundtrack, which emanates from a trumpet. Video of a 
disembodied eyeball darts around under the pith helmet and the Frankensteinian 
assemblage is dressed in a crocodile skin colonial outfit. 
   
Figure 176. (L) Urban Bunyip (Jason Christopher, 2012), (R) Post Colonial Bunyip (Jason Christopher, 
2013) 
Note: (L) Cast aluminium, bronze, fur, leather, astroturf, mixed media, 300 x 100 x 50 cm, (R) Cast 
aluminium, bronze, fur, leather, sand, echidna quills, mixed media, 80 x 80 x 40 cm. 
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Figure 177. Colonial Bunyip (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
Note: Cast aluminium, bronze, fur, leather, astroturf, mixed media, 270 x 130 x 60 cm. 
Working on the periphery of Indigenous-meets-Western-cultural histories was a way 
to learn more about the cultural displacement of Indigenous people and create works 
that responded to my interests. I also created generic artwork that was situated among 
collective histories between various nations and cultures throughout this period. These 
were aesthetically stylised works, born of the process of digital design and my 
interpretation of form. The forms are derived from an aesthetic that has been 
influenced by nature, global culture and primitive art styles, with no recognisable 
connection to any singular origin. 
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Figure 178. (L) Two Face (Jason Christopher, 2012), (R) Fetishes (Jason Christopher, 2012) 
Note: (L) ABS, acrylic, fur, headdress, paint, 270 x 80 x 60 cm, (R) ABS plastic, perspex, aluminium, 
30 x 15 x 15 cm. 
My artistic trajectory and theme had focused my pursuit of further research. The 
timing of my introduction to the works of the contemporary Torres Strait Islander 
artists and the natural progression of my research towards localised interests led to the 
inception of my PhD topic. The opportunity to co-create with Uncle Ken consolidated 
the viability of a research topic and created new areas through which the research 
could be informed. 
I was fortunate to gain an Australian Post Graduate Award, which contributed 
significantly towards my travels to Cairns and other peripheral expenses incurred 
throughout the research. 
Additional solo works I produced during the collaborative engagements with Uncle 
Ken were inspired by the stories uncovered through my research and discussions with 
Uncle Ken surrounding his incorporation of Christianity among his cultural practice. I 
produced a series of 3D printed works that reflected Western engagement with the 
286 
Torres Strait Islands, and my own experiences engaging with the marine environment 
through my annual travels along Cape York’s coastal fringes. 
 
Figure 179. Crocodile (Jason Christopher, 2014) 
Note: Cast aluminium, bronze, timber, 750 x 1,800 x 200 mm. 
 
Figure 180. Displaying Boobys (Jason Christopher, 2014) 
Note: ABS 3D printed plastic, SLS printed nylon, rubber, feathers, perspex, stainless steel, 500 x 1,000 
x 1,500 mm. 
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Figure 181. Coming of the Light (Jason Christopher, 2014) 
Note: ABS plastic, perspex, 500 x 300 x 150 mm. 
 
Figure 182. (L) Torres Strait Islander Warrior (Jason Christopher, 2014), (R) Bishop (Jason 
Christopher, 2014) 
Note: (L) ABS plastic, perspex, 300 x 200 x 100 mm, (R) ABS plastic, perspex, 300 x 200 x 100 mm. 
Once engaged with Uncle Ken, the new works and research unfolded, inventing new 
topics through which my research would be informed. My involvement in the Torres 
Strait Islander contemporary art movement and the ensuing research has been an 
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interesting and rewarding experience. Having postponed the development of my own 
solo practice over the past five years while engaged in the PhD and accompanying 
works, I excitedly anticipate returning to my solo art practice and the new and 
exciting directions in which it may take me.  
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Appendix B—Interview Responses 
Michael Kershaw Questionnaire Response 
Michael Kershaw is an expert in the field of Indigenous arts. Kershaw has been 
involved in the indigenous arts industry for an extended period of time and has 
represented many of the Torres Strait Islander artists at the forefront of the 
contemporary Torres Strait Islander art movement. 
Kershaw is the director of Australian Art Network, an extract from the AAN website 
explains the origins of Kershaws background. 
Australian Art Network (previously known as The Australian Art Print Network) was 
established in 1996 with the aim of creating opportunities for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander artists to work in the medium of fine art printmaking and develop a 
market locally and internationally for their prints. 
As some of these artists embraced other media, the Network expanded its focus from 
just prints into paintings and sculptures. 
In recent years the Network has been working closely with artists from Far North 
Queensland and the Torres Strait Islands. It acts as the agent for the high profile, 
Torres Strait Islander artists, Dennis Nona, Alick Tipoti, Ken Thaiday Snr. and Segar 
Passi. 
The Australian Art Network was a foundation member of the Australian Indigenous 
Art Trade Association and is a member of the Indigenous Art Code.221 
Kershaw was selected to contribute to the research as he has vast understanding of the 
indigenous art market and firsthand experience and knowledge of the 
Thaiday/Christopher collaborations. Kershaw is able to contextualise the work and 
relationship amongst the history of Torres Strait Islanders and the emergence of the 
Torres Strait Islander contemporary art movement. 
                                                     
221 Australian Art Network (2018). Retrieved 11 October 2018, from 
https://australianartnetwork.com.au/about-us/ 
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Kershaw was instrumental in facilitating the Thaiday/Christopher collaborative 
engagements. 
Responded 18 April 2018 
1. Dr Ken Thaiday Snr and I have continued a sustained level of artistic 
collaboration co-creating since the commissioning of Clamshell with 
Hammer head Shark in 2013. 
We have developed 3 major works over that period.  We have melded our 
artistic practices, sharing conceptual and cultural ideas to form hybrid 
co-created automated sculptures. 
Are you aware of any other indigenous, non-indigenous duo artists 
working consistently together to develop and co-create works of art that 
engage at the same level of cultural exchange and shared creativity; 
within the contemporary Torres Strait Islander art movement. 
Not in within the contemporary TSI art movement but there are examples 
within the contemporary Aboriginal art movement E.g.  
• Lin Onus’ art practice that reflected Arnhem land imagery. 
• Imants Tiller and Michael Nelson Jagamara 
• Michael Eather and Michael Nelson Jagamara and other campfire studio 
artists at Fireworks Gallery 
2. Do you think the works and their co-created history has a place in 
Contemporary indigenous arts as well as contemporary global arts? 
I guess so. The quality of the work is an important factor that would dictate this. 
3. Do you think these works can act as ambassadors for cross cultural 
exchange helping to break down barriers between indigenous and non-
indigenous cultures as well as aid in cultural reconciliation? 
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It’s a big ask to expect art to make a major contribution towards this but 
everything helps 
4. During the Monaco exhibition it was evident that the European 
institution was not as hesitant to acknowledge my involvement. Why do 
you think institutional perspectives on non-indigenous involvement for 
these works may differ in Europe and Australia? 
I think this is circumstantial. Perhaps European institutions and audiences are 
more open to this. Australians would be more aware of Ken Thaiday’s work 
which is unique and therefore have more of a proprietary attitude to the 
acceptance of collaboration. Also, there is history of collaboration, for 
example UAP, where the fabricator/collaborator does not seek recognition. 
5. Do you think in the future, our work will be provided a platform that 
correctly promotes our co-created works as well as our artistic 
collaboration with equal contribution afforded both artists and cross-
cultural sharing of ideas   and co-creativity between   indigenous and 
non-indigenous artists? 
The Thaiday/Christopher collaboration, or for that matter any 
Indigenous/non-Indigenous collaboration, is a relatively rare occurrence and 
for that reason it will be difficult to generate the momentum that would be 
required to change attitudes in this area. 
6. Can you describe in summary the current contemporary Torres Strait 
Islander art market? 
Compared with contemporary Aboriginal art Torres Strait Islander art is 
relatively new. The advent of contemporary Aboriginal art can be dated from 
the commencement of the Papunya Tula art movement in 1971. Torres Strait 
Islander art didn’t get any traction until the formation of the Mualgau Minaral 
Artists collective in the late 1990s. At this time there were no other art 
centres in the Torres Strait. The collective and it’s artist Dennis Nona, Billy 
Missi, David Bosun and Victor Motlop were supported and marketed by The 
Australia Art Print Network. The collective’s first and only exhibition, Gelam 
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Nguzu Kazi-Dugong my Son, was toured widely throughout Australia and 
Internationally by The Australia Art Print Network and later by DFAT. This 
was most widely toured Australian Indigenous art exhibition ever showing in 
17 Australian and 25 international venues. This exhibition brought Torres 
Strait Islander art to a large audience for the first time. 
The Torres Strait Islander art market is significantly smaller than the 
Aboriginal art market. In terms of total sales, the market is dominated by 
handful of artists, that includes Dennis Nona, Alick Tipoti, Ken Thaiday and 
Brian Robinson. In recent years Erub Erwer Meta (Darnley Island Arts 
Centre) have achieved local and international success with their Ghost Net 
Sculptures. Nona, Tipoti and Robinson established the distinctive Torres 
Strait patterning or ‘Minaral’ style through their linocut prints. This style has 
been emulated by younger Torres Strait Islander artists with mixed success. 
7. What caused the decline of international mainland Aboriginal Art 
markets after 2008 and the ascendancy of contemporary Torres Strait 
Islander arts? 
I think this is a generalisation. This decline in the Aboriginal art market 
coincided with a decline in the overall Australian art market which was 
largely cause by the GFC and government intervention that included the 
restrictions on ownership of collectables by self-managed super funds and the 
introduction of resale royalties. The restrictions on SMSF resulted on many 
funds divesting their collections of Aboriginal art resulting in an oversupply 
in the auction market which translated into a decline in the price achieved for 
these works. The timing of this roughly coincided with the increasing 
awareness and popularity of Torres Strait Islander art 
8. Who do you consider has been the most influential Torres Strait Islander 
artist in contemporary art markets and contemporary Torres Strait 
Islander artists? 
Dennis Nona, Alick Tipoti and to a lesser extent Brian Robinson have been 
largely responsible for the visualisation of Torres Strait Islander culture 
which up until recently was only expressed orally and through dance. Ken 
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Thaiday has also been a major influence through his unique sculptures which 
are perhaps a more simplistic contemporary representation of culture relative 
to the often-complex imagery in the prints produced by Nona and Tipoti. 
Tipoti’s art practice includes a dance component which sets it apart from that 
of visual artists such as Nona and many younger Torres Strait Islander artists. 
9. Who do you see as being the current leader in contemporary Torres 
Strait Islander art markets? 
Tipoti, Thaiday and Robinson. Nona’s would be up there had his reputation 
not been damaged by his recent incarceration. It is hard to see Nona regaining 
his place in Torres Strait Islander are due to the conservative nature of 
institutions and collectors.  
10. How has the contemporary Torres Strait Islander art movement 
changed over the cause of the last 25 years – quick summary? 
The Torres Strait Islander art movement was virtually non-existent 25 years 
ago. It has come a long way. Particularly in the last 20 years with the 
popularity of the distinctive patterning style of Torres Strait Islander prints 
and sculptures that has been by large audiences through exhibition in 
Australia and overseas. The more recent advent of the Ghost Netting genre 
popularised by the Darnley Island artists has brought a new dimension to the 
TSI art movement. 
11. Do you think the artistic collaborations between Dr Ken Thaiday and I 
have influenced the market in any way – does the level of cultural 
exchange and the sharing of ideas between indigenous and non-
indigenous artists have an impact on sales or market acceptance of non-
indigenous involvement? 
I would expect that exhibitions of the Thaiday/Christopher collaborative 
works in Monaco, Sydney Biennale and 3rd National Indigenous Art Triennial 
would have had some influence on the understanding of Indigenous/non-
Indigenous collaboration. 
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Because this collaboration is not a regular occurrence I believe it is going to 
take some time to before a wide understanding or acceptance for 
Indigenous/non-Indigenous works are achieved. 
12. As collaborative engagement expands within the contemporary Torres 
Strait Island art market more emphasis will be applied to acknowledging 
the constructs of these engagements. 
Our works have been described as unique and ground breaking  due to 
their hybrid  aesthetic  and level of cultural exchange,  including the 
sharing  of conceptual and creative  ideas within  the co- created works,  
however they are seldom understood by institutions - do you think that 
the works will be afforded  a platform by institutions in the future that 
will correctly understand the works and promote  the indigenous, non-
indigenous engagement  that occurs  through these works. 
What will drive the expansion of collaborative engagement within the Torres 
Strait Islander art market? The Thaiday/Christopher collaboration is pretty 
much one of a kind at this point of time. 
Where are the other collaborations coming from? Until more collaborative 
works are undertaken I don’t see there being much debate, understanding or 
acknowledgment of works of this nature. 
The curators of Indigenous art within institutions have changed in recent 
years from being almost exclusively non-Indigenous to now almost entirely 
Indigenous. I think it may have been easier for a non-Indigenous curator to 
accept the merits of an Indigenous/ non-Indigenous work that it would be for 
an Indigenous curator. I detect some proprietary construct to what is 
Indigenous art by Indigenous curators. 
13. Can you please provide any further insight or contribution towards the 
subject outside of the points I have covered? 
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I don’t see there being a plethora of Indigenous/ non-Indigenous artistic 
collaboration. The Thaiday/Christopher collaboration came about through 
unusual and unique circumstances. 
Thaiday and Christopher had an affinity that led to works that could not have 
been executed by Thaiday alone. I don’t see a repeat of this happening 
amongst too many other Indigenous/ non-Indigenous artists. Unlike Thaiday 
most Indigenous artists have no need to collaborate with a non-Indigenous 
artist to execute their works. Because of this I don’t see that too may 
collaborative works coming on to the market. 
14. If you are able, could you respond to the three works independently with 
your critical feedback on the success and failures of the work ie: 
a. Contemporary work of art /cultural artefact can it exist as both 
b. View on collaborative engagement success and failures 
c. View on the combined aesthetic, does it work · Insight into any 
other critiques you may of come across from others in the field 
d. Any other points you recognise worth mentioning 
 With this exception of some urban artists whose work is political, 
contemporary Aboriginal and Torres Strait art is almost always influenced 
by culture. It has been my observation that Torres Strait Islander artists are 
more inventive and less formulaic than mainland artists in the contemporary 
expression of their past. 
The individualistic practice of artists such as Ken Thaiday, Dennis Nona, 
Alick Tipoti, and Brian Robinson support this notion. Thaiday’s highly 
idiosyncratic works are in a world of their own and for that reason easily 
lend themselves to the materials and mechanical movement introduced 
through the collaboration with Jason Christopher. 
Thaiday’s work has always been about movement but when viewed in an 
exhibition or gallery space they are static. Viewers seeing the hinges and 
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pulleys understand they are capable of movement but don’t witness them 
moving. Short of having an installed pulling strings throughout an 
exhibitions duration, audience are not going to see what the objects were 
intended to do. The Clamshell (Cairns Regional Gallery) and Beizam 
(Sydney Biennale) works overcame this limitation through their mechanical 
articulation. Not only are the works moving they are synced to music and 
dance which is an extremely important element of Thaiday’s art practice. 
Thaiday, more that almost any other Australian Indigenous artist, has 
produced works on a large scale. Dari works at The Gab Titui Cultural 
Centre, National Museum and Carriageworks (Ken Thaiday, 3 October – 23 
November 2014) were precursors to the monumental Thaiday/Christopher 
collaboration (Torres Strait and Erub Eastern Island Dari Headdress) first 
seen at the Oceanographic Museum of Monaco 24 March – 30. The 
Carriageworks Dari at 4.7 metres high was approx. 2 metres shorter in height 
that the Monaco Dari and pretty much the limit in terms of scale, that 
Thaiday is able to create on his own. The logistics of transporting and 
installing the 4.7 metre work was challenging. The collaboration with 
Christopher provided the opportunity to create an even larger and more 
elaborate Dari that could be fabricated, transported half way round the 
world, installed and exhibited. 
The three Thaiday/Christopher collaborative works have provided 
opportunities for both artists in terms of artistic expression and logistics that 
would not have been possible if working as individuals. 
Lynnette Griffiths Questionnaire Response 
Lynnette Griffiths is an artist, teacher, mentor and facilitator who has collaborated as 
a non-Indigenous artists with Torres Strat Islander artists over an extended period of 
time. See Griffiths bio and education statement below. 
Griffiths represented the closest comparison I could find amongst the indigenous/non-
indigenous collaborative partnerships that exist within the Torres Strait Islander 
contemporary art movement.  
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Griffiths has a vast knowledge and experience exhibiting cross-cultural collaborative 
works both nationally and internationally providing insights that are informed through 
these experiences.  
I have exhibited alongside Griffiths in the 20th Beinnale of Sydney and TABA NABA 
The Australia: Defending the Oceans, At the Heart of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Island Art exhibition in Monaco. It is through these experiences that we met and I 
gained insight into her work and collaborative relationships. 
Email Questionnaire 5 April 2018 
1. I would like to include your artist profile; could you please include your solo 
practice description and abstract, and your collaborative description and 
abstract. 
Including objectives, roles and agendas for the works. Site some examples if 
possible 
I am not sure it is possible to separate the two – It would be more accurate to say 
my artistic practice and my education practice  
SOLO: My artistic practise has developed from graphic image-making, towards 
manipulation of materials. construction/installation, my present work uses 
imagery from the marine environment as metaphor for human exploitation and 
environmental degradation. my work is grounded in a technical aesthetic, the 
conceptual message is an extension of a realistic visual. 
With increased accessibility to a global community people have the scope to 
engage with each other and understand and accept with informed speed. I am an 
advocate for art in the public arena facilitating the notion of accessibility for all, 
believing in a sensitive, aesthetic approach to our surroundings, landscape design 
and the built environment. I often engage in creative collaborative activities as a 
means of strengthening cultural identity. 
Bio Lynnette Griffiths 
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Lynnette Griffiths is a north Queensland based artist who has spent most of her 
adult life working in the Torres Straits. She holds qualifications in Visual 
Arts/Design, Education and Ceramics from Queensland College of Art, 
Queensland University of Technology and Monash University. 
Griffiths established the TAFE Art Department on Thursday Island in 1992. thus 
beginning a relationship with many Indigenous communities and the development 
of art centres in the remote north. As manager of artistic development at Erub 
Arts, Griffiths has overseen the growth of a distinctive body of work based on the 
sea life of Islanders. 
Much of Griffiths work has a collaborative element, in 2015/16 she was the 
Artistic Director and participating artist in the Ghost Net installation for Taba 
Naba at the Oceanographic Museum in Monaco, as well as In her current 
involvement with Erub as Artistic director for Sea Journeys, a research based 
venture to re-establish family ties and cultural links to New Caledonia. The aim is 
to record the history around missionary contact, as celebrated by many Torres 
Strait Islanders - ‘The Coming of the Light - 1871’.  This work will be displayed 
as part of this year’s Asia Pacific Triennial at QAGOMA, Brisbane. Being invited 
to create a Ghost Net work with four other artists for the Sydney Biennale 2016.  
She has exhibited in Singapore and has been selected in multiple outdoor 
sculpture exhibitions including Sculpture by the Sea, Strand Ephemera, Esplanart 
Cairns, Sculpture Botanica Cairns. And Tarnanthi, Gallery of South Australia. 
Largely involved in the Australian Ghost Net Movement: a weaving movement 
based on Indigenous and non-indigenous collaborative practice, telling stories of 
ocean life and conservation. She is noted for her Sardine project which involved 
many people, bringing individuals together via social media.  
Griffiths believes in the power of the module one sardine has little meaning 
however many sardines makes a powerful statement about life and sustainability 
of fish stocks. There lies the metaphor – that many people can come together 
Indigenous and non-indigenous and share in something much bigger celebrating 
in making a statement about conservation using the problem of abandoned net. 
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Through varied personal experiences and cultural connections to the ocean, 
collectively we can all help to save threatened reef and marine life one ghost net at 
a time. 
EDUCATION STATEMENT 
During a successful TAFE career, I became involved in primary art education, 
conducting ‘Artist in Residences’ with primary school children as a means of 
developing ICT skills, initiating change, improving creative, abductive thinking 
and deep aesthetic/design awareness.  An integrated, creative, hands on strategy 
that centres teacher arts pedagogy will raise student interest and motivation across 
the curriculum. Creating learning opportunities using ICTs should stimulate, 
motivate and culminate in high quality outcomes. With these principles in mind I 
co-formed smart.LIT.connect 2003. 
A school and community-based Arts rich integrated learning program/model that 
has significantly raised literacy standards for the ESL students on Darnley Island. 
In 2006 Darnley Is. State School was recognised nationally as one of eight Qld 
schools in the National Literacy awards. This work with young people has shaped 
my approach to all teaching and facilitating and I use an immersive, collaborative 
approach to all projects from the production of concrete pieces to display and 
exhibition design. 
Teaching, while conducting Artist in Residences with primary school children it 
became apparent to me that to change aesthetic awareness and creative thinking a 
hands on experiential approach to art that is holistically linked with all areas of 
other learning would be an appropriate approach at a young age.  I became 
involved in primary art education as a means of improving interest and motivation 
for learning with ESL students. 
2. How did you become involved in the development of the Erub Arts centre? 
As the TAFE teacher and Art Dept Head on Thursday Island I had to reach out, 
mentor and work with a spoke and hub model across the Torres Strait.  
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In the early 1990s, schoolteacher Diann Lui founded the craft group EKKILAU 
(Erub Koskir Kimiar Ira Lug Aker Uteb). Working from a converted school 
classroom on the island, workshops in weaving, pottery, screen printing, and 
jewellery making were conducted for both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
residents. Some of the earliest members of the group included Sedey Stephen, 
Norah Saylor, Alma Sailor, Noretta Ketchell, Ruth Pau, Argo Anson, Coleena 
Sailor, Meo Sailor, Lala Pilot, Rita Doolah, and Jenny Mye. Lynnette Griffiths 
was involved in several workshops and Marion Gaemers and three of these 
workshops over the years.  
About a decade later, work began on the art centre in 2002. Built within the 
school grounds to take advantage of shared school facilities, Erub Erwer Meta 
(Our Learning House at Wau) was conceived as a place for intergenerational 
learning and adult-child mentoring, with the aim to also preserve and revitalise 
traditional Erub culture through a variety of artistic forms. Founding members 
included Racy Oui-Pitt, Ellarose Savage, Sedey Stephen, Florence Gutchen, and 
Carmen Oui. A short time later, they were joined by Jimmy K. Thaiday, Franklin 
Mye, and Nancy Naawi. The new arts centre continued to run through workshops 
largely under Lynnette Griffiths direction, and from 2005, Lynette Griffiths 
commenced a bi-weekly series of art programs. In the same year, a gallery was 
opened at the art centre. In 2008, Erub Erwer Meta, also known as Erub Arts, 
became the first Indigenous art centre incorporated in the Torres Strait. Diann Lui 
was appointed Manager and Lynnette Griffiths took on responsibility for Arts 
Development – This role now includes exhibitions management. 
3. What are some of the difficulties maintaining you own art practice, the 
collaborative works and the Erub Arts centre? 
Time is the most precious commodity – As the exhibitions develop on an 
international scale there is less time – The positive in this is that Erub is 
maintaining that Ghost Net is a collaborative movement and not exclusively 
Indigenous. 
4. Please describe and provide a brief history of the Ghost net project 
Erub artists have been working with reclaimed fishing nets since 2010, when 
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GhostNets Australia came to the island to conduct a workshop – Please see the 
website for more info https://www.ghostnets.com.au/ 
5. How do you describe your collaborative arrangement between you and 
other artists – indigenous or non-indigenous artists such as Marion? 
Collaborations for me have been successful based on long term associations and 
friendships. They are based on trust. 
In my role as Arts Development: collaborations in Ghost Net came about due to 
the role of non-indigenous people never being hidden but celebrated, even if the 
larger gallery system or the media doesn’t always see or acknowledge that 
aspect. It is always written in statements and documentation.  
My collaborations with Marion Gaemers are based on friendship, commonality 
of purpose or message and a desire to keep in communication with each other– 
An Artist in Far North Queensland can easily become isolated. 
6. Are there different levels of collaborative engagement - are some 
asymmetrically credited or are they all evenly credited. Please site examples 
if possible 
Each project and collaboration requires a level of trust but parameters must be 
laid out very early at the beginning. 
7. What is the main differences you can identify with between collaborations 
that involve technicians or fabricators to that of artistic collaborations. 
I think it really depends on the level of artistic and creative input, again 
something which needs to be agreed on very early in discussions. In many cases 
the art is about concept and not the making, it is a role that each person needs to 
understand and be able to articulate clearly – it is a role also for teachers to 
understand – It is all in the acknowledgement and the level of comfort each 
party has with that – Creating a platform that the Gallery system and others 
understand is also important. 
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8. Why do fabricator or technician collaborations sometime present different 
institutional response and recognition towards the work than that of 
collaborating artists. 
I can’t really answer this 
9. Do you collaborate with various artists on multiple projects? 
Because my teaching methodology is collaborative and immersive, suited to the 
learning styles of ESL and Indigenous people this makes the majority of my 
work by nature collaborative, however do I seek recognition for that as a 
collaborator? – No. The work/projects that I seek recognition for are always 
negotiated beforehand. 
10. Have you had a sustained collaborative arrangement over a period of years 
with a singular Torres Strait Islander artist. Please provide examples if any 
No. – Collaborations with indigenous artists are group – Erub Artists and this 
has been a long-term relationship 
11. What type of work or arrangement would constitute a viable collaborative 
opportunity for you. Please site an example 
Group Collaboration. The Large-scale Ghost Net projects such as the giant 
turtles have created opportunities for collaboration. They are time-consuming so 
they are planned together.  Different people bring their particular expertise to 
large pieces – The men create the frames, the work load of stitching the 
covering or skin is shared out between indigenous and non-indigenous, the 
pattern-making so the pieces fit is worked out by me. The features are agreed 
upon in a group situation. The story and naming is worked out and documented 
as a collaborative exercise. Erub has a system of time sheets so correct 
acknowledgements and proportions of profits can also be divided fairly. 
Another example would be the piece for the Sydney Biennale 2016.  This was 
three invited Indigenous ladies Ellarose Savage, Racy Oui-Pitt and Florence 
Gutchen with Marion Gaemers and Myself. 
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The theme of water’s edge to deep water was set. I drew out a concept idea 17m 
long, which was accepted by the group and the Gallery. Each person made 
pieces for the work over the Xmas period – some people making much more 
than others.  
Over an eight-day period Marion Gaemers and myself constructed the piece 
using everyone’s work, giving consideration to the original drawing and 
perspectives on personal thoughts from each artist. We used phone contact and 
images during construction to consult with the other artists.  
12. How do you navigate cultural protocols when working with indigenous 
artists and sensitive cultural information? Please give examples if possible’ 
I have been working in the Torres Strait for over 25 years – makes this quite 
difficult to answer as much of how I talk, speak and act has been formed over 
time, however on all major works conducted at the art centre there is a process 
of letting the community know what is happening and seeking of permission 
from the PBC and Elders or people who a particular story or place belongs to. 
13. How do you maintain your artistic presence amongst the collaborative 
works you engage with? Please give examples. 
There is usually elements that I have developed so these elements are evident – 
eg the sardines in the biennale piece  
Some of the collaborations work as individual pieces such as the biennale piece 
but some are collaborative installations such as the Ghost Nets of the Ocean at 
Asian Civilisations Museum and Tarnanthi, SA.  These group installations 
clearly show individual works hung and designed to hang together in a space 
14. How do you ensure the audience is aware of your presence when exhibiting 
in indigenous focused shows? 
All shows are titled Erub Arts Collaborative. And then on the wall panel each 
individual work is titled and named- artist specific. We have been fortunate to 
be able to celebrate the collaborative element in many shows, wall panel 
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recognition and catalogue recognition is mandatory/contractual requirement 
before entering into the show. 
15. Does the collaborative work impact on your own practice? 
Any collaborative work that engages and promotes the cross-fertilization of 
ideas and techniques should and will influence. I believe this is the very heart 
of collaboration – however it must be acknowledged – Being generous about 
crediting others can only make your work grow – however to do this there must 
be trust. 
16. What difficulties have you faced in being acknowledged as a collaborating 
non-Indigenous artist amongst other indigenous artists? examples if 
possible 
The funding agencies – find this difficult as money is split and identified 
specifically under boxes such as Regional, remote, indigenous, migrant, 
women, LOTE 
The Gallery system – Have largely upheld these traditions of indigenous and 
non-indigenous works in separate sections – however there is a recent trend as 
in the Art Gallery of South Australia and in some areas of QAG to present 
works with in themed or historical context giving all art equal importance – I 
prefer this system. 
The Media – is not driving an equal base of indigenous and non-indigenous 
people working together – the media is largely the educator and upholds the 
values set by the government clearly it is easier to write about the indigenous 
aspect through the historical lens formed by the funding models. 
The interview – Who and how should people in collaboration be interviewed –  
Where does an Indigenous non-indigenous collaboration sit, in which gallery? 
Surely, simply contextualised as art. 
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17. Through your experiences how have institutions treated your involvement 
and have they promoted you and you artistic input amongst the works? 
Examples if possible 
In Australia the difficulty has been in my opinion both with funding and also 
the theoretical belief that something ‘traditional’ may be stolen or taken away 
and therefore devalued in the hands of a non-indigenous person.  
I have been told on more than one occasion that we love your work you simply 
aren’t the right colour.  Or with photographers could we just have the artists in 
this shot – meaning please step out because being white makes you not valid in 
this instance. Which is clear, obviously I am white, however to not see past 
that as someone who has worked with, mentored and co-created I think is short 
sighted. Does the photographer, gallery or interviewer believe that by inclusion 
suddenly they would be showing some sort of paternalism?  
The untold story of whitefella involvement in the contemporary construct of 
indigenous art practice and development is a very large story, one that should 
be celebrated not swept under the carpet. It is not paternal or dominating it is 
equal and trusting.  
Nikki Cumpston made a bold move in curating Tarnanthi in 2017 and included 
Erub’s non-indigenous collaborators. The Gallery director Nick Mitzevich has 
made another bold decision to include indigenous art in the main collections 
alongside all other art forms  
In Europe collaboration has largely been accepted and not questioned I have 
always felt welcomed and acknowledged in the roles I have had as designer, 
artistic director and collaborating artist. 
Singapore was also very accepting and welcoming. 
18. How has the indigenous community acknowledged your artistic input 
amongst the works? Examples if possible 
Recognised on contracts, wall panels, in writing and catalogues. 
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Verbally within community and to some extent when asked specifically.  The 
problem with questions and collecting information by the media and 
researchers in a cross-language manner is that the questions are often loaded 
and the person is put under pressure to answer in English so a double 
translation takes place and they can only consider the immediate or main point.  
Occidental methods and linear questioning is not always suitable and does not 
always produce a rounded picture. 
19. Is your involvement as a non-indigenous artist acknowledged in helping 
towards reconciliation, through the process of sharing knowledge and 
ideas between indigenous and non-indigenous artists? 
I became involved in the ghost net movement in 2010 as a facilitator going 
into communities and working with the net and local people to produce works 
that had cultural and lifestyle meaning but were still easily recognisable.  
Having a long-term relationship with Erub for over twenty years and as 
Artistic director on several projects. Ghost net created a fit that allowed the 
transfer of weaving and stitching skills that are both traditional and ones taught 
by missionaries. 
Initially the women on Erub embraced the ghost net creating simple bags and 
small sculptural objects but after a visit to Mornington island where I co-
facilitated a workshop with basket maker Marion Gaemers I quickly realised 
the potential and power that larger collaborative works could make – and this 
led to the first commission by ANU Assor. After that Erub Artists and myself 
collaboratively worked on a giant squid and large fish. All these pieces were 
collapsible and easily transportable – The Australian Museum commissioned a 
large piece that was a contemporary story Dauma and Garom and this became 
the first steel framed rigid piece.  Since then the male artists have been heavily 
involved and this has seen the expansion into larger more ambitious works that 
reflect history and culture as well as everyday life.  
The works are planned and executed in a collaborative manner and my role as 
Artistic director shifts easily between mentor and artist. Working in this 
manner has seen my own artistic practice grow and develop as each time I 
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create a process or technique it can be transferred in a model of legitimate 
peripheral participation (Lave and Wagner). 
20. How does your involvement help in promoting and securing Torres Strait 
Islander culture? 
Twenty-five years ago Lynnette was employed as the first Art coordinator at 
the new TAFE college on Thursday Island since then she has gone on to work 
closely with Erub helping to establish the centre as well as developing artistic 
practice.  As a practicing artist she now shares her time between Cairns and 
working in arts development and exhibition development nationally and 
internationally with the artists on Erub where she also collaborates with artists 
and facilitates workshops. 
21. Do you think institutions have gotten behind the idea of non-indigenous 
involvement amongst these collaborations? 
Some have – This is a very slow and evolving process hopefully with the 
appointment of Nick Mitzevich from the Art Gallery of South Australia to the 
top job at the NGA will help this process of recognition of collaboration. I look 
forward to a shake-up at the NGA 
22. Do you think there is a distinct difference between European institutional 
acceptance of non –indigenous involvement in comparison to Australia 
Yes answered above 
23. Do you think political correctness and cultural sensitivities play a role in 
institutional acknowledgement of non-indigenous artists? 
Answered below 
24. Have Torres Strait Islander’s got behind non-indigenous involvement.\ 
I think it is very difficult to accept and promote at the same time – TSI are 
very accepting within island and community however on the larger stage they 
are fighting for recognition as a separate indigenous people of Australia so this 
presents a constant struggle 
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25. Is the collaborative engagement of non –indigenous and indigenous artists 
on the rise and how far can you take your involvement into the future – 
what direction would you like to see your involvement moving towards in 
the future. 
I believe Collaborative engagement is not only on the rise but is slowly 
gaining the celebration and recognition it deserves – Through the work of 
specific people who believe in making ART and not specifically and 
Indigenous product for a collector driven market. 
26. Will there be a platform afforded by institutions to acknowledge, support 
and promote artistic collaborative engagements between non –indigenous 
and indigenous artists. If so why and if not why. 
If the move towards incorporation of indigenous and non-Indigenous works in 
carefully curated shows continues then the funding parameters for these shows 
also needs to change – with this curators need to write and reviewers need to take 
this on board also – there is a place for both however when there is collaboration 
it should be recognized as such and celebrated and not homogenised under one 
banner or another. 
27. What are your thoughts on our work:  like / don’t like see below? 
I don’t know how you came to work with Ken or how the collaboration began but 
there is clearly a fusion of ideas and the introduction of new materials 
The work produced in your collaboration clearly has transformed Kens ideas into 
fusion where sci-fi meets traditions and I doubt very much that these were his 
inial intentions  -  I find the works very sleek and sometimes against a setting of 
kens earlier and more traditionally constructed works I think they jar, however 
that may also be part of the message that culture is in a constant state of change 
and flux and to achieve this outside influences must be absorbed - not just through 
invention due to material change but by the cross fertilisation of both ideas and 
process. 
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28. Are there any other Torres Strait Islander artists that have sustained a 
continuous collaborative engagement solely to one another over an extended 
period of time that I can compare Uncle Ken and my relationship with? I.e. 
One indigenous and one non-Indigenous artist collaborating solely with each 
other 
I don’t know of any other one on one collaboration like yours 
29. Do you think this research and the works you, I, and others engage in will 
help to draw attention towards creating an institutional platform that 
promotes and recognises our collaborative engagement and the ongoing 
cross-cultural mutual benefits of this type of work? 
I believe it is a very important story to tell, It needs to be told before the model 
changes. It appears quite simple however recently I spoke with someone from the 
APY Lands who feels that out there is a privilege of ownership and political 
power that is greater than simply artistic freedom.  This is also evidenced I think 
in the accusations recently laid at Damien Hirst’s work, Is it also about celebrity?  
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-03-29/indigenous-artists-claim-damien-hirst-
paintings-similar-artworks/9592578?pfmredir=sm 
30. Also could you please let me know what the following abbreviations stand for 
PCB Sorry that should Read PBC - Prescribed Body Corporate - A body put in 
place to steer cultural issues towards the correct people on each island - however 
sometimes they act as cultural advisors but this was not their original role. 
and LOTE Languages Other Than English 
Justin Bishop Interview 
Justin Bishop is the former exhibitions manager at the Cairns Regional Gallery were 
we met during the commissioning of the Thaiday/Christopher collaboration, 
Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 2013 and current director of Kick Arts in Cairns.  
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Bishop was chosen to contribute to the research as he is an expert in the field of 
indigenous arts and has been instrumental in the facilitation and guidance of the 
Thaiday/Christopher collaborations. 
Bishop also has a close connection with Thaiday and has firsthand knowledge and 
understanding of the Thaiday/Christopher relationship and collaborative works. 
Justin Bishop – Director KickArts Contemporary Arts 
Interview 6Dec17 
Location: KickArts Contemporary 
(JB=Justin Bishop ; JC=interviewer – Jason Christopher) 
 
 JB: I will read through that and take a few points down and just get into 
focus on a couple of things 
0.05  JC: Like with that she sent me an email as well. I don’t if it is the same 
information pack, it is the same.  She wants to meet and discuss it with 
me. But I have made it completely straight forward to her that unless 
she is going to feature us both with that particular work then forget 
about it. I don’t know how it’s going to pan out. 
0.38  JB: See how it goes 
0.40 JC: It could be a really good thing, but not if they’re not going to get 
behind it. That’s what I said to her use his other work. He’s got 30 
years of work. 
Justin MAAS, Justin recalling his reaffirming accreditation of work  
0.49 JB: I kind of indicated that to them straight up as well. That’s it’s really 
important that if they are going to use any of the stuff from either the 
Regional Gallery or Sydney Biennale that there is proper accreditation 
because of the history that you have gone through with them.  
1.11 JB: I made them quite aware in and around the idea of co-creating pieces 
based on an existing piece, an existing story but it then grows into 
something else where it goes beyond newly fabrication. 
1.36 JB: Because there are elements to the design that you and Ken have talked 
about, that you have agreed upon.  
1.45 JB: Ken has indicated some sense of aesthetic change that he wants, you 
have indicated to Ken some sense of aesthetic change that you feel is 
most appropriate or in light of the way that the production process can 
affect the overall aesthetic.  
2.03 JC: I am glad you reiterated that to them because that is key to it really.  
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JC talking about the difference between solo and collaborative works by ken 
2.12 JC: The way we see the works there is Ken’s practice and my practice. 
They are fused together and the cultural connections and ownership of 
all those things is Ken’s and remains Ken’s and isn’t altered. 
2.32 JC: But within the work there is a new aesthetic, it is a new work that 
combines my practice and his practice and how those connect with 
each other and that’s different to Ken’s solo work.  
2.45 JC: It’s a different line of enquiry it’s a different line of work.  
2.48 JB: Oh yeah completely 
2.48 JC: It’s an extension of his practice, it’s an extension of my practice 
meeting at that point. 
2.54 JB: Yeah that’s it 
2.55 JC: How you get people to understand that I don’t know 
Justin explaining the difference between collaboration and co-creation 
3.00 JB: Look I think it just takes time with and this comes back to what we 
talked about with the fundamental difference between the idea of 
collaboration and co-creation. 
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3.18 JB: Where in a collaboration there can tend to an asymmetrical partnership 
involved. So that means there is either more input from one side of the 
partnership or more work done by one partner perceptibly you know at 
least from inside the partnership to begin with. 
Justin talking about the breakdown of a collaboration due to lopsided symmetry 
3.41 JB: To produce like the object, there has been a recent instance here in 
Cairns where a collaboration has gone exactly that way its become 
throughout that process of the collaboration it has become far more 
asymmetrical from what the original partners agreed upon.  
4.03 JB: And now it’s getting to a stage where there is a complete, almost 
complete breakdown within the collaboration and in terms of what 
happens to those outcomes and where those outcomes now go who has 
title over them etc etc 
4.20 JB: That’s a real concern 
Justin talking about our engagement as a symmetrical co-creation 
4.23 JB: Where as in the co-creation part which is where I firmly see what’s 
happened with what you and Ken have done together as being exactly 
that. 
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4.36 JB: It’s a very symmetrical process whereby you have acknowledged there 
is a tradition and a history and cultural background that comes with it. 
4.47 JB: However Ken has also acknowledged that for him to be able to engage 
his work in a different methodology he’s needing to let go of some of 
that, of his original aesthetic. 
5.06 JB: to be able to translate into the material that he’s wanting, that idea that 
it does transition away from his original aesthetic.  
5.21 JB: It becomes a different thing so, there is that dialogue flow that takes 
backwards and forwards between the two artists. 
5.33 JB: And I have seen that. And it happened with that first piece at the 
Cairns Regional Gallery commission  
5.39 JB: and the second one which was the Beizam one. I was there when you 
sent me the CAD drawings and the designs. 
5.51 JB: And I was able to show them to Ken who was able to kind of provide 
feedback which then continued a conversation in and around what the 
design was going to look like.  
6.04 JB: How certain materials may affect the aesthetic and with those in mind 
Ken and yourself were able to kind of agree on what was most 
appropriate for the final piece. And how that was going to be 
presented. 
6.23 JB: So those singing particularly the Beizam piece in the Sydney Biennale 
where there was that oral component with Ken’s drumming and 
singing in the background of the Beizam song.  
6.40 JB: So not only was the design based on that original one. It certainly 
transitioned into a different aesthetic and it was then able to reinforced 
by that cultural background. 
6.57 JB: so it had a real grounding. 
7.03 JC: I think the whole kind of process which does stem back 5 years now 
and beginning with Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark.  
7.18 JC: It has from that original inception of that work.  
7.26 JC: It has evolved just through discourse and through the sharing of these 
inter cultural ideas and through each other’s practice and knowledge of 
our own perspective, through our practice has evolved into a hybrid of 
not denying either artist.  
7.47 JC: And not denying any of the elements that both of us hold.  
7.52 JB: Yeah that’s right 
7.52 JC: They haven’t denied, they haven’t tried to mask anything  
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7.56 JB: No 
7.57 JC: And they haven’t denied or changed much from both of those 
perspectives. 
8.00 JB: That’s it 
8.02 JC: And I think that was from Ken and I, that was an important aspect of 
making the works successful. 
8.13 JB: Yup 
8.14 JC: Because it allowed us to not be concerned about each others. It allowed 
Ken not to be concerned about his culture being obscured or 
misdirected 
8.24 JB: Yeah that’s right 
8.26 JC: It allowed me to continue through a process that was still self-
rewarding and beneficial to my own practice and towards the 
development of that particular genre of work. 
8.41 JC: Whereas there was no real blurred lines in that.  
8.48 JC: I would like to get your feedback on the aesthetic, you have already 
explained a bit of it but if you look at Ken’s practice and you look at 
my practice individually and then you look at that work it’s pretty 
obvious looking at that work that synergy between the two practices. 
9.11 JC: The work is a fairly true reflection of that hybrid 
9.20 JB: Oh yeah absolutely 
9.22 JB: Well you know fundamentally going back to the Clamshell with 
Hammerhead Shark piece. That piece and how it evolved really was in 
and around firstly what I recall, it’s going back 5 years. 
9.48 JB: Is that, there, Ken had a range of different pre-existing works and that 
the discussion between yourself and Ken, and around what was 
possible at that stage and what might be achievable. 
10.09 JB: Firstly was drawn from your experience and your practice and how 
your were able to apply that to the mechanics that you saw in a very 
analogue way so to speak that Ken’s was doing. 
10.27 JB: That comes from that background of the dance machine.  
10.40 JB: Those first discussions really looked at how firstly piece by piece how 
Ken really operated his work.  
10.52 JB: So you brought your experience into that and then you had that 
conversation with Ken about what are the possibilities in terms of 
translating those materials into materials that Ken had been wanting to 
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do for a very long time and had tried to do with at least one piece that I 
know of that I have seen which was just for Hammerhead Shark 
11.20 JB: And it was fairly rudimentary and it’s not necessarily, I believe, a 
successful piece, but it’s in a private collectors hands 
Justin how Ken was able to understand how are works may come 
together through our aesthetic 
11.36 JB: But from that there was firstly I think your recognition that there is a 
particular aesthetic that Ken has and you were able to show Ken your 
work and when you were talking about those possibilities I think he 
clearly understood at that point in time the potential of how that might, 
those two aesthetics might come together. 
12.01 JB: So after you guys starting doing the first rounds in terms of bringing 
the Clamshell together and you presented the first renders to Ken it 
became quite clear at that stage that he absolutely consented to the way 
that the two aesthetics had started to come together.  
12.25 JB: And I know that was an exciting thing for him. 
12.31 JB: Firstly because he was seeing a long term vision starting to be realised 
and secondly he understood that your aesthetic and your understanding 
of nature of the material would certainly inform how that would be, 
come across in the final process of making the work.  
12.49 JB: And you know from further conversations it was really about how 
looking at certain aspects of that work from memory the way the 
sunrays would come out. 
13.08 JB: what materials they might be looking at 
13.12 JB: The ideas, the colour of the Perspex on the front there in terms of the 
island how that comes about. 
 
Justin on Ken taking on my aesthetic and a departure for Kens practice 
13.20 JB: I was part of that dialogue indirectly and I could see that 
communication take place  
13.28 JB: The piece is certainly a very, fantastic departure for Ken’s practice it’s 
taken that into a different thing and obviously he has taken on board 
the aesthetic that you have brought to it and has embraced that and 
that’s when you guys starting working on the second piece, which was 
far more ambitious.  
13.58 JB: And ended up being in terms of what the Cairns Regional Gallery 
could display with that piece, taking that one step further in terms of 
the Sydney Biennale piece. 
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14.14 JB: Which again was about Ken having a full understanding of your 
aesthetic and how that would translate and then looking at what was 
possible in terms of that piece. 
Justin on Ken wanting to continue working on our collaborative basis 
14.30 JB: I think the consensus is quite clear to the point that Ken wants to 
continue working in this manner if there is the opportunity to do so  
14.48 JC: It’s good to actually of had a third party such as yourself being a 
conduit amongst that dynamic because substantiates really the work in 
a sense 
15.08 JC: I can write about my views on our collaborative engagement and Ken 
can discuss his and they are both running along in the same parallel 
universe. To have a third-party involvement really kind of 
substantiates that scenario. 
15.31 JB: I think there are kind of two things there. The first one is the fact that 
the first Clamshell commissioning process happened through a 
Regional Gallery is firstly significant.  
Justin on the difficulty of Ken to continue producing sought after works 
15.47 JB: Because there was a recognition there that firstly Ken had a 30 year 
practice and there was a point where for Ken’s practice where it would 
be difficult for him to continue to make work that would be continually 
sort for collections 
16.15 JB: Because he is basically fairly well represented across most if not all 
Australian collections in one way or another, there is either one piece 
or you know two or three depending on the collection 
Justin on the process of co-creation started to occur 
16.25 JB: So at that point in time with the Cairns Regional Gallery and in 
discussion with Ken it really was about listening to what it was that he 
really wanted to do with his practice long term, you and that’s really 
quite  
16.43 JB: So that’s when that process of co-creation started to occur. 
Justin on the validity through the cairns regional galleries commissioning of the 
work and others including his 
16.48 JB: So for a Regional Gallery to kind of curate into a certain degree what 
the artist’s vision is for their own work in the future is really important 
17.03 JB: So firstly that is a validity and the fact that it was shown and was 
acquired for the collection is really important 
17.12 JB: The second most important thing of course, was it was then borrowed 
for a National Gallery of Australia exhibition which again validates not 
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only the work but the efforts involved with both artists concerned and I 
think that’s really important 
17.37 JB: So it’s not just my validation or a third-party validation, there’s 
validation there by two, so far two institutions and the Sydney 
Biennale is the third 
17.48 JB: And I know there’s been kind of the issue in and around appropriate 
acknowledgement in terms of that and as we’ve discussed I think that’s 
going to be something that with discussions in further projects that that 
becomes a benchmarking for a legacy which is really important 
18.15 JB: It doesn’t necessarily always happen in Australia and it would be nice 
to see that happening more and more 
Justin on the imbalance of collaborative engagement comparing non-indigenous 
with indigenous collaborations  
18.20 JB: We often see non-cultural non-indigenous collaborations being 
acknowledged fairly symmetrically, fairly well balanced. But we don’t 
necessarily see that case in Aboriginal and white Australian or non-
cultural collaborations take place 
18.45 JB: There are a few instances I can think of, just in my working experience 
where that’s taken place 
Justin on Benchmarking our collaborative symmetry 
18.57 JB: So in terms of being able to bench mark this, I think that that’s really 
important 
Jason asking about the uniqueness of our collaborative engagement 
19.01 JC: So in your sort of experience in terms of the sustained collaborative 
engagement between Uncle Ken and I, do you see that as being 
replicated in other situations or do you think it sits as a fairly unique 
situation amongst the contemporary Torres Strait Islander movement 
 
Justin Talking about the collaboration as being unique??? 
19.22 JB: That’s a good question, at the moment it’s fairly unique and I think in 
terms of the way that people can engage and pick up on and be able to 
use it as research benchmarking, I think it will change  
19.49 JB: We already have certain Torres Strait Islander artists in particular who 
want to go outside of the art centre model of just using traditional 
disciplines and want to engage in new media in some way shapes or 
forms and they are doing that.  
20.06 JB: For the most part there is some kind of basic training taking place but 
what happens beyond there I am not seeing too much, but with that 
said I don’t have my eye on everything 
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20.17 JB: There are artists like Destiny Deacon who uses and works with 
collaborators like Virginia Fraser and Virginia has had to fight for that 
recognition or that co acknowledgement because of the tendency to 
want to have a clear delineation between what’s cultural and what’s 
not cultural 
20.48 JB: I think that’s a bit of, that’s a little old. I think we as a sector need to 
move on and see that as a diverse society as an inter-cultural society 
21.00 JB: that we are working with each other in various cultures and in a lot of 
different ways, it’s important for that to be recognised 
Justin saying that it’s a first 
21.14 JB: I certainly see, in terms of what’s happening with the sculptural 
element in Ken’s work and the articulation, that mechanised 
articulation that’s a first 
Jason asking about what happened in the commissioning process of the Cairns 
Regional Gallery that led to the denial of my input and led to the 
issues that insued 
21.25 JC: Right and just going back to the Cairns Regional Gallery and you were 
discussing how the fact that the Cairns Regional Gallery got behind it 
to commission it in the first place and was followed up through the 
NGA and the biennale work.  
21.41 JC: In terms of the issues that are being presented from my input into the 
works and particularly in terms of the recognition afforded to myself 
21.57 JC: At the time of the Cairns Regional Gallery commissioning, you were 
part of that commissioning process and understanding of the artistic 
engagement between Uncle Ken and myself and were there to help 
orchestrate it and were part of that system that made it happen 
22.16 JC: Since your departure from the Cairns Regional Gallery what has 
changed perspectives within, that you are aware of. I am not sure if 
you are able to speak about it or if you are what do you think has 
changed their perspective since your departure of the Cairns Regional 
Gallery that have lead to the dismissal of my input into the works  
22.46 JC: Just before you answer, just to give you that kind of background to it 
because that was from that point where my name was taken off the 
work, that filtered through to all the events that have come  
Justin talking about fitting the curatorial agenda 
23.00 JB: That’s a really good question. Firstly, I think it comes from what we 
just talked about. So the idea that any involvement from a non-
indigenous artist whether it being in collaboration or otherwise with 
the work of an Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander artist  
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23.37 JB: Usually and particularly in the context that’s it’s often being exhibited 
in  
23.48 JB: Doesn’t necessarily suit the curatorial agenda at that point in time.  
24.00 JB: That’s the first point. So those agendas change and that could either be 
delivered through the re-visioning process through subsequent curators  
24.18 JB: Or it could be through the re-visioning process of the Director at that 
point in time. A different Director coming in might change that 
perception again 
24.37 JB: And I think that is really important to know that there are moving 
agendas. So hence the reason why that could be the case to begin with.  
Justin talking about the inclusion and acknowledgement of me as an artist was 
clear  
24.50 JB: That said in light of Ken’s solo exhibition and the inclusion of the 
work in that show, that acknowledgement of you as a collaborating 
artist was clear. 
Justin on the reason being Uncle Ken was not capable of doing that work 
25.08 JB: The reason being is and no disrespect to Uncle Ken but he is just not 
capable of doing that. He needs other creative input to achieve that 
vision, fundamentally. 
25.24 JB: That I don’t think is necessarily being, if it understood, it’s not 
necessarily being acknowledged and may not continue to be 
acknowledged until agendas change.  
25.35 JC: That’s a brave point  
Justin on Kens inability to dance and produce new work due to diabetes 
25.41 JB: I mean that’s it. Uncle Ken has had half his right leg cut off through 
diabetes, his mobility is severely impaired to the point where even in 
2013 when we did his show he was unable to perform as dancer.  
26.00 JB: He hasn’t been able to perform as a dancer since his late 50’s or so. 
Since his health declined though diabetes fundamentally.  
26.16 JB: so his capability to even produce work at this stage is severely limited.  
Justin on Kens understanding that accepting collaboration allows him to 
produce 
26.24 JB: so in order to again, talk about realising those long term visions that he 
has held as an artist. He’s not necessarily forced into accepting 
collaboration. But if he wants to do than it’s something that he clearly 
understands it is something that he needs to do. 
Justin on the possibility of it going pear shaped 
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26.48 JB: most interestingly at this point of time. It could have gone pear shaped. 
You and Ken may not have seen eye to eye from the outset, 
personalities whatever it might be. That has not been the case.  
27.02 JB: You guys have done two works together so far with maybe for vision 
for others down the track who knows we will see what happens 
Justin on Ken being completely accepting of my creative input 
27.14 JB: So he is completely accepting of your creative input into how this 
work comes together.  
Justin on ken publicly recognising my creative input 
27.25 JB: And he publicly recognises it and that is most important. The fact that 
he is publicly recognising it, that’s key to it.  
Justin on Ken not being provided the opportunity to champion our cause 
27.38 JB: But again Ken being the person that he is, he will say it when he needs 
to say it  
27.47 JB: He is not necessarily of the capability to be able to, for what is a better 
term act as a champion against curatorial agendas, unless he is 
specifically asked and he won’t be.  
28.00 JB: He won’t be specifically asked because it would take a brave curator to 
pick up the phone and do that, to kind of challenge the institutional 
agenda or the curatorial agenda at that point in time.   
Justin on identifying the key issue of misrepresentation linked to above 
28.12 JB: So that is what I feel has probably been the key issue there.  
28.24 JC: And it makes a good point really because it’s a perpetuating really the 
whole conundrum of our collaboration. That people aren’t brave 
enough to come out and either acknowledge or promote or step outside 
of norms when it comes to dealing with  
Justin on one artist benefitting from the reputation of the other  
28.48 JB: One of the things that a lot of artists often get accused of in some way 
shape or form is the idea that one artist is benefitting from the 
reputation of another artist. 
29.08 JB: And I think that is quite a cynical attitude to take depending on where 
you are and at what period in art history you might be in. 
Justin on how the works have been successful and have shifted the definition of 
kens practice and mine and engaged in great deal of cultural 
exchange 
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29.20 JB: As I mentioned fundamentally Cairns Regional Gallery encouraged 
Ken to follow a course of action in his practice which we lead to what 
we now know as having two clearly successful outcomes.  
29.40 JB: Two amazing pieces of work that have shifted the definition of Ken’s 
practice. And as your mentioned has shifted the definition of your 
practice. Through this process you have achieved, there has been a 
great deal of cultural exchange 
Successful aesthetic exchange that from the outside is not understood 
30.00 JB: Aesthetic exchange and an understanding of each other’s processes. 
That’s a really successful co-creation and time well spent together 
which from the outside isn’t necessarily clearly understood.  
Justin on the work not being articulated in the right way and few champions to 
get behind it 
30.26 JB: Because it’s not being articulated in the right way and in the right place 
so ie. There are very few champions so to speak being kind able to get 
up and say it  
Ken doesn’t realise when he could promote our work together and the red ocher 
30.34 JB: As I mentioned, Ken probably doesn’t realise when and where he 
could say something and what affect that might have. Although, he did 
do it at the Red Ochre award which I don’t think you could get a better 
platform for that recognition at that point in time.  
 
30.54 JC: Just on that as a quick point Ken talked during that Red Ochre award 
in about a minute into him talking about my collaborative engagement 
with him he was actually cut off, like physically cut off. Some one 
jumped up on the stage said thanks very much Ken handed him the 
plate and kind of wheeled him off the stage. He did get stuff out. 
31.21 JB: More often then not those things have a time limit on them.  
31.24 JC: Yeah look, I don’t want to read into it’ 
31.30: JB: Ken can talk. If he spent 5 minutes talking about his beliefs then I can 
see why. There’s issues there. But Ken can talk. 
Justin on Who is Jason industry cynicism that will become less cynical a shift in 
thinking 
31.49 JB: So I think that the idea of who is this, who is Jason with Ken, you 
know that happens.  
32.00 JB: That’s just an art’s sector industry cynicism, basically.  
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32.11 JB: And I think, particularly as more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
artists undergo collaborative or co-creative processes that will become 
less and less cynical. 
32.29 JB: Because there will be a generational shift in that thinking.  
32.35 JB: So as I mentioned you know like even though there are like the 
Destiny Deacon and Virginia Fraser one is a really good process 
because of it is in new media, it’s in kind of the filmish realm 
Justin on the works as a benchmark - and inspirational to other artists 
32.55 JB: I kind of see those, in my experience I’ve seen that as a benchmark that 
of being mindful of ever since that occurred with my experience there  
33.09 JB: So I see this as very much being a case of. You’ve got to set, 
someone’s got to set a precedence and they unfortunately have to do it 
the hard way. And you know I really feel for you personally for that.  
33.24 JB: But I think you know, ideally take heart that there’s a legacy that both 
you and Ken are leaving for the future where you know it can be 
inspirational to artists who do want to work cross culturally.  
33.38 JC: Well that’s the hope. You touched on, earlier on about a sort of in 
balanced perspective and it’s something that I have kind of sided as 
one of the many reasons why there is a sort of kind of denial of my 
engagement. And that sort of connects back to perspectives that may 
try and orientate my involvement with Ken towards riding off the curt 
tails of Ken or financial benefit or for whatever reasons I am doing this 
work. 
34.23 JC: I suppose if there was an understanding that one the works have all 
been self-funded by myself except for very miniscule amounts of 
money that have been contributed for materials to two of the projects 
34.38 JC: and the fact that I have put my own art practice on hold for five years 
to develop the PhD and these collaborative works with Uncle Ken and 
I haven’t received any financial reward or retribution is that the word 
for the works 
34.55 JB: Oh yeah remuneration 
34.58 JC: Remuneration, Oh yeah sorry. It’s sort of, that’s another thing that 
people probably don’t understand and also. I’ve had my own practice 
and have been developing in and out of different creative realms for 
actually the same period, maybe a little less then Ken starting in 87’ I 
think. 
35.20 JC: So you know that side of things, I can kind of understand where that’s 
coming from cause there is, like when curators are trying to put a show 
together they want big name tickets.  
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35.33 JC: They want the big names in there and my names not a big name 
presently, so often that doesn’t fit that kind of agenda and you know  
35.46 JC: In the case of the exhibiting works in the NGA, there was, to me, there 
was an apparent underlying, fairly aggressive theme Defying Empire, 
as taking on a role of I suppose.  
36.06 JC: To me it felt like it was harking back to all the problems that we have 
in this country rather than trying to going beyond those problems and 
to progress to another area, another space that actually embraced 
cultural integration and sharing of cultural ideas and reconciliation and 
respect for one another.  
36.31 JC: And for me, I really truly honestly believe that our work together does 
that. Physically and conceptually embodies that.  
36.41 JC: So I think that was at odds. And I think you said it before, you know 
fitting curatorial agendas, that’s a prime example of how that work 
should not have been in that show in a sense 
36.55 JC: And that was explicitly explained by me to them. To pick another 
work from Ken’s solo work, which still I think doesn’t fit that agenda 
because Ken’s work isn’t about that. 
Justin on Defying empire 
37.10 JB: Look the Defying, from my point of view, personally. The Defying 
Empire show set out to do one thing and one thing only. 
37.24 JB: It was to take the brave step and I will say this, take the brave step of 
demonstrating that colonial and post-colonial issues whatever they 
may be still haven’t eroded the strength in cultures, to living cultures 
that stretch back to 40 to 100,000 thousands of years whatever the 
current anthropological estimates are.  
38.00 JB: So it was a brave way of doing that. It comes at a time when the year 
of the 50th anniversary of the 1967 referendum which gave Aboriginal 
people the right to vote. 
38.14 JB: It celebrated the 25th year of the Mabo decision which handed native 
title and recognised that Terra nullius needed to be seriously 
challenged 
38.30 JB: And also a lot of the colonial recognising and really bring to the fore 
colonial trauma of the frontier wars which I completely agree to. 
38.50 JB: Fourthly again the reminder that it’s sovereign and unseeded land, 
which I still personally believe 
39.00 JB: So that particular exhibition and even the title is you know really set 
out to throw it up in front of us 
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39.14 JB: And I thought Ken’s inclusion was an interesting choice as you 
mentioned earlier I think it was about pulling together a range of artists 
and practices that demonstrated you know one of those four things. 
Justin agreeing the inclusion was at odds 
39.37 JB: So with Ken’s work, you know, I guess that inclusion did really 
revolve around the representation of some of the oldest living cultural 
practices in the world albeit through Ken’s contemporary vision 
perspective on the matter. 
39.55 JB: The agenda, so that’s quite a clear curatorial agenda and so yeah I 
agree the inclusion of those particular works was probably not the best 
idea because in essence it worked against the agenda 
40.18 JB: And that probably, that was the major effect, the cause was that they 
wanted, from my perspective, the NGA wanted to see this as a 
standing up in terms of that.  
40.38 JB: So having a white fellas name there wasn’t necessarily going to 
support that, which I think is interesting. 
40.50 JB: but again I think even though I was glad to see the work there, in the 
exhibition, and quite proud to see the work there.  
40.59 JC: I did feel that in light of Ken’s other work there that Ken could have 
probably been much more coherently represented in that way.  
Justin on the conundrum and the work would not exist without the co-creative. 
The irony 
41.10 JB: That said it’s the nature of the piece or the pieces that also had a 
curatorial agenda, from my perspective.  
41.23 JB: I can’t speak for the curator and I won’t speak for the curator. And that 
is that 40,000 year-old-plus living culture has successfully transitioned 
into a 21st century contemporary art form.  
41.41 JB: So the curator wanted to demonstrate that that existed.  
41.50 JB: The irony of the situation is, it wouldn’t of been able to be possible 
without a co-creative process between you and Ken, it wouldn’t exist.  
42.00 JB: So I think there in lies the conundrum for that work in that show.  
42.06 JB: So there’s an overriding curatorial agenda that has somehow been, has 
somehow, the irony of it is there is some subversion to that.  
42.18 JB: I would take pride in that, whether or not it is acknowledged or not, I 
would take some kind of pride in that.  
42.25 JB: I do know your name was on the label. So I would take some pride in 
that.  
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42.30 JB: That is a bit of a dig. I would take that as a bit of a dig. Not against the 
content of the exhibition or the means of the where with it all or what 
it aimed to do or anything like that, but just that there was that kind of 
census aversion to the curatorial agenda 
Justin on reconciliation and us being at the forefront we have set the bench mark 
42.55 JB: I guess, which kind of leads onto the next one. The next point and 
that’s, very much in and around that reconciliation process which you 
know you touched on earlier.  
43.12 JB: And I think that’s sense, that’s probably where curatorially a lot of 
places, institutions need to start moving towards  
43.20 JB: so I think you’ve got a head start on them. You and Ken have got a 
head start on them in terms of your practice because you’ve got a 
benchmark. You’ve got two of them which is a powerful thing to 
remember  
43.40 JB: Because ideally when we are talking about reconciliation and it’s not 
just about handing someone some money or buying them a cup of 
coffee or whatever.  
43.49 JB: It’s about truly walking with each other, in each other’s shoes, 
shoulder to shoulder and recognising that you are fundamentally 
human and that you all feel the same way. 
44.00 JB: We just have different cultural backgrounds and so that kind of 
unification that you guys are bringing together. That dialogue has 
already happened. And it’s an ongoing conversation that you guys 
have when you are coming together.  
44.15 JB: Whether it’s personally or in the approach to making a piece. So yeah  
Jason on reconciliation process through the work 
44.24 JC: I think, I was really conscious of the fact that the evolution of the 
reconciliation process and sort of to me, I don’t mean to diminish 
them, they are all important, every aspect is important.  
44.48 JC: Ours is a small little portion that is important too. 
44.53 JC: But I felt, you know you go to openings of all sorts of different 
sporting events and everything and we always have an announcement, 
an acknowledgement, which is dialogue and sets things going 
45.06 JC: I personally like the fact that I have been able to be involved in a 
physical creation of actual events that is actually doing something; 
physically, conceptually in every possible way  
45.23 JC: Actually, we’re not talking about it, we are doing it.  
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45.27 JC: And I think that’s what gives me a really strong sense of some kind of 
achievement towards that goal that we all want to have in this country. 
45.36 JB: Oh yeah look absolutely. You know that’s one, there is a lot of 
discussion in and around whether or not, I think, the Victorian 
government just said, we don’t expect our people to do 
acknowledgements of country anymore in certain areas. 
45.55 JB: Which is a bit of a slap in the face you know. Because what it actually 
does fundamentally it denies trauma, it denies history and it denies the 
identity of members of the audience whether or not they may or may 
not be there physically, it’s that audience 
46.20 JB: There are multitudes of gathering places.  
Justin on lessening our guilt through reconciliation 
46.25 JB: That said I have recently had a very long and interesting engaging 
discussion around the idea of acknowledgement of country being very 
much, not just recognising indigenous inhabitation but the fact that it is 
also a way by which we as colonial and post-colonial environment are 
able to kind of lesson our feelings of guilt. 
47.03 JB: Historical guilt whether or not we are responsible or not. And so, you 
know, one of the things that we discussed, was that for that to be, you 
know even though there is some level of appropriateness to it, how is it 
that we make this far more meaningful for both parties. 
Justin on walking the walk and institutional recognition 
47.26 JB: So that’s the only way forward in doing that, that I see, is that actually 
by just doing. Where you come together as like minds and you make 
something together. 
47.48 JB: You present, your ideas together. Yeah it’s the only way forward 
because there is always going to be cleaner talk 
48.00 JB: But you know, you and Uncle Ken have walked the walked, not once 
but twice so far and again I hope in the future on more than one 
occasion. 
48.14 JB: It’s just like I said, it just goes back to making sure that there is a 
clearer recognition at an institutional level. Particularly through the 
curatorial process for that to take place. 
Jason on gaining reassurance for the works through Justin etc 
48.30 JC: You know it gives a little bit of, I suppose, from the perspective of 
someone who is involved in running of an art institution and comes 
from that background and is also an artist in their own right. 
48.50 JC: I think, your contribution to the PhD is very valuable on a number of 
levels. 
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48.55 JC: Because one, you are probably the closest person to Ken that I know of 
that’s not part of his family and that is a non-indigenous person 
49.07 JC: So you can understand perspectives from a number of different points 
of view 
49.13 JC: And you are in the realm of contemporary arts and exhibiting, 
curatorial amongst a whole lot of levels.  
49.25 JC: So it kind of provides the work a little bit of reassurance in a way and 
myself reassurance to get your consensus on the whole topic. 
Justin on being conscious of embedding indigenous perspectives  
49.37 JB: I guess, you know. It’s taken me a little while and because we are 
doing this interview after we saw each other last week in Sydney. 
49.48 JB: And I was there was something that I had been really conscious of and 
that’s this idea of how we embed indigenous perspectives into the way 
that we approach things, in the way that we approach projects 
Justin on embedding cultural exchange on each other – mutual benefits 
50.11 JB: and what I think what’s really interesting, is that, the cultural exchange 
that has taken place in the work for your work and particularly in 
around the PhD is exactly that.  
50.23 JB: There has been, there has been a clear embedment from both sides, you 
know, Ken’s embedded and indigenous perspective into your work, 
and you’ve been able to embed your cultural background into Ken and 
Ken’s work.  
50.46 JB: So you are both much more the richer for the collaboration, 
fundamentally, then if you would have been trying to have do it 
amongst yourselves.  
Justin sites these works as examples of cultural exchange and relates to them 
through his lived experience overseeing the works 
51.00 JB: So I think, yeah, for me, when I continue to talk about embedding 
indigenous perspective and all the rest of it and I have done in over the 
past 5 years  
51.15 JB: Is that I do sight this work on occasions when I talk about that  
51.25 JB: Because it is fundamentally, mostly because it is my lived experience, 
so I can talk directly to that, and my experience  
Justin on cultural exchange and the uniqueness of the works and cultural 
exchange 
51.30 JB: But it also allows me the opportunity to kind of give other people an 
insight of how important that sense of cultural exchange is not only as 
a part of reconciliation or you know it’s not even closing the gap.  
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51.45 JB: It’s just about being able to understand how we need to be listening to 
each other more, we need to be talking to each other and 
communicating more effectively across with our ideas more, to be able 
to produce, you know, really unique and iconic works, contemporary 
works of art.  
Justin NGA wanting to align themselves with the use of an 21st century iconic 
work that wouldn’t have been possible without my contribution 
52.07 JB: Harking back to the reason why that piece, the Cairns Regional Gallery 
piece was selected for the NGA is because they saw it as an iconic 
piece that brought a cultural history into a 21st century audience, with a 
21st century audiences’ understanding. Like I said it wouldn’t of been 
possible without your co-creative contributions there  
52.44 JC: That’s ah, just what you said then is exactly the dialogue that we want 
the work to create. The fact that you’re talking to other audiences 
about this, actually that’s the end goal.  
53.00 JC: And you do have an understanding so sure it’s easier for you to do 
that. The hope is the more you talk about things like that the more I 
don’t have discourse, the more Ken is able to, the more everyone is 
able this hopefully this creates this situation where the works have a 
platform to exist 
Jason on creating a platform for the works 
53.25 JC: Because at the moment, I feel like there is no platform that exists to 
accommodate that specific situation  
Justin their needs to be questions asked surrounding IP and title 
53.35 JB: I think, you know, one of the things that probably will need to be, I 
wouldn’t say for the air to be cleared.  
53.44 JB: But over time as things move, questions particularly questions are 
going to start coming up. I think being able to speak to them and speak 
to them honestly about the idea of co-opting Indigenous IP into new 
works.  
Justin these pieces open up dialogue and conversation 
54.00 JB: Who’s got title and who’s got right and all the rest of it. I think that’s a 
healthy conversation to be able to do and this piece does that, these 
pieces do that. 
54.16 JB: They open up, they open up the idea of a conversation and if we are 
not talking, then we don’t move forward we just kind of stand in our 
own corners and mumble over our shoulders about each other. 
Justin we are doing the hard yards can of worms people are scared for fear of 
offence 
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54.27 JB: So fundamentally, like I said, you are really doing the hard yards on 
this because there’s are a lot of cans of worms that are going to be 
opened and that’s great. Because if they are not, then you know, we 
won’t see serious discourse and serious collaborations taking place in 
the future for fear of offence. 
54.58 JB: You know, if we are talking about what is offensive and what is not 
offensive in the light of production of art work here or there, then 
where are we going. How do we move forward as a contemporary art 
sector 
55.13 JB: in this country, that potentially informs the rest of the world 
Justin on Australia setting the bench mark for indigenous reconciliation 
55.16 JB: And I bring that statement up purely by this, is that, visitors who, 
indigenous visitors, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander artists who 
have been to America recently or Canada have come back and have 
said that these countries are now doing acknowledgement of country,  
55.38 JB: And that’s never happened before so in the last few years because our 
government our discourse our first nations peoples and they said to us 
we need you to acknowledge our sovereign rights well in terms of first 
inhabitation. We haven’t given them sovereign rights yet but let’s hope 
that gets addressed 
56.10 JB: That push is now being echoed in an international context, as far as I 
am concerned there is a future  
Hard yards for a while to come hats off to us 
56.20 JB: You are going to go through the hard yards for this for a long while yet 
to come but I think know and take comfort in the fact that you are at 
the edge of making this conversation take place. I take my hat off to 
both of you guys 
56.38 JC: Cheers I appreciate that. 
56.40 JC: When you said about making mistakes I’ve actually got a paragraph 
which I didn’t explore but it was just a statement really to the effect 
that antidotally I was never worried about making a cultural faux pas 
in front of Ken, because I thought exactly as you had said it if these 
faux pas aren’t made how then do you know, how then do you 
understand  
57.08 JC: That’s how cultural exchange occurs, through these engagements and 
through learning what’s right and what’s wrong about each  
57.16 JB: Every culture on the planet knows how to say sorry 
57.20 JC: Yes that’s right 
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57.24 JB: Everyone knows how to say or they are able to pick up that they have 
done something inappropriate at the raw moment and are able to kind 
of, if they adult enough to be able to go tell me what I have done 
wrong 
57.39 JB: You know we’re really lucky in that we have in Australia the ability to 
have cultural training, cultural protocol training, and stuff like that 
which is fantastic  
 
Justin on Kens ability to relate to Western perspectives understands the 
cross-cultural exchange 
57.48 JB: And so the more we engage on that side, the less likely we are to cause 
offence if we are mindful when we come to our engagements and our 
interactions  
57.58 JB: But you know Ken’s been, Ken’s one of those guys who has existed 
within the Western context outside of the island. He has lived in Cairns 
for over 30 years and worked on the railways and done all of that so 
you know  
58.22 JB: He’s fairly easy to work with in that respect and he will tell you if 
something is wrong but for the most part he understands what that 
exchange is 
58.35 JC: I never felt at all that no matter what I sort of said that Ken, he 
comprehended everything I said, and in the context that I said it  
58.47 JC: If I described something a little bit incorrectly he would understand 
that, that’s coming from a Western perspective and not from the 
accuracy of his culture  
59.00 JC: He would redivert it so that there was an understanding from me, but 
he never pricked up at it at all. He was just well yeah ok, I can see why 
you said that, this is how it really 
59.16 JC: I mean that was only very occasionally anyway and through just me 
asking him questions about stuff 
59.22 JC: I think, you know. I have been very insula in that my engagement has 
been intensely with Uncle Ken and so other perspectives, I have 
conversations with Alick Tipoti and only on one occasion two years 
ago, no in 2015 
59.43 JC: And just now recently with Brian Robinson. It just so happens because 
of the intense work load of doing these works and the PhD I hadn’t had 
the luxury of time to spend more time with yourself, more time with 
Brian or Alick or Dennis Noona who are the featured artists 
throughout the paper. 
100.09 JC: To get these perspectives, and yes it’s logistical and money too  
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100.16 JC: so it’s really now important to consolidate the rest of the paper and 
substantiate my antidotal I suppose experience amongst what I have 
been doing  
100.30 JC: To get other individuals feedback on the whole scenario with Brian I 
was very explicit with him to be completely blunt, open and honest  
100.45 JC: And I knew Brian didn’t have an understanding of me what so ever 
because how could he. So initially I showed him who I am, what I am, 
and what I do and why I did it 
100.57 JC: And before we began the conversation I needed him to have, at least, 
even it was a 10minute explanation, I didn’t feel he would be able to 
answer true fully to anything that I asked him unless he had that quick, 
I know it was quick, but it was enough to give him a holistic 
understanding kind of who and what I am  
101.20 JC: And I got, like I must say, as you would be, it’s a hard thing to come 
out and say to a peer of Ken, an indigenous contemporary artist and 
part of the culture the things that I was trying to do and wanting to do 
and the questions I needed him to respond to 
101.38 JC: They were all very favourable towards the situation and he comes from 
a, I think in a way him and Uncle Ken are very similar. 
101.53 JC: Because they are both really out there with their approach, 
expansiveness 
102.00 JC: And what I said to him when I was leaving, I’ve got feedback from 
you, I’ve got feedback from other elements within this kind of 
environment, I was planning to go and see Dennis but I have since 
heard he is out and in Bardu Island now so that’s not going to happen I 
suppose because I was going to Melbourne and I was going to drop in 
and see him in Canberra, I missed the boat, and Alick as well 
102.26 JC: And I am sure I am going to get possibly, I’m not sure, but it’s 
possible I might get a very negative reaction from Alick or you know, I 
don’t know but this is what the paper could possibly lack in that I 
might not get that opportunity  
102.45 JC: I might be able to do it through e-mailing or phone conversation with 
Alick I am not too sure  
102.50 JB: Yeah try him on facebook 
102.55 JC: I will work an angle and see what happens but the other thing that I 
mentioned to Brian and I have spoken to you about as well  
103.00 JC: The thing that I think gets, and you will have a take on this as well, the 
thing that I think people have selective memory with in terms of the 
work Uncle Ken and I have done is that we are just continuing a 
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tradition of cultural exploration of sharing, through trading and 
through the necessity of surviving in the marine environment  
103.29 JC: Of the use of new technologies, of the use of other cultural input, and 
it’s exemplified in all the trade that happened between Torres Strait 
Islanders and their surrounding neighbours  
103.46 JC: It’s also exemplified in the taking on various forms of Christianity. 
Like in my conversations with Ken over the last few days, the intricate 
weave of in and out  
104  JC: Like we went to areas that I have never explored with him before 
104.05 JC: I have explored lots of areas with him, in terms of his faith and God. 
And that’s a massive driving force of my meeting with him. 
104.21 JC: He is firmly in the belief that we came together under God’s will and 
the answer to his prayers to move things forward with his practice 
104.33 JC: I never deny that either regardless  
104.39 JB: Of what your faith is 
104.40 JC: Exactly because I think it’s a very powerful, how could you deny it 
104.48 JB: Yeah I don’t 
104.49 JC: But it’s really interesting, he would be talking in and out of different 
realms. He went into the whole discussion about black magic.  
105.03 JC: Which I have never heard him talk about before. And I know he 
doesn’t go near it with a 50 foot pole because it’s not part of his 
practice or his background or anything to do with it, but there was a 
real respect. 
105.22 JC: He is not scared, I wouldn’t call it fear at all, but a real respect for it 
105.28 JC: And this came through discussions me asking him directly how is this 
impacting you, me working with you, and then he opened up a little bit 
about how some people are sort of not happy with what he is doing 
with me.  
105.43 JC: It came through the discussion between himself and the other artists 
involved in the Taba Naba exhibition right.  
105.55 JC: And I needed to get a little bit further to the bottom of what Ken was 
put under 
106.00 JC: Because obviously it affects me if I know that Ken has been put under 
pressure by peers.  
106.05 JC: And I know for a fact there is absolutely only utmost respect from all 
those other artists towards Ken. 
106.11 JC: And I think they view him as top of the tree,  
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106.15 JC: But none of the less they confronted him with this question “What are 
you doing working with a white man” and that happened 
106.26 JC: And Ken’s response was “because that’s my decision, that’s what I 
want to do, don’t tell me what I do with my practice” 
106.36 JC: But through that conversation he then, I sort of dug a little bit deeper to 
make sure, because it’s a concern of mine  
106.46 JC: And he sort of mentioned a few scenarios, which harked back to, you 
know what it’s like when you’re to talk to Ken 
106.52 JC: They tend to weave into a lot of other stories and hark back into a lot 
of different scenarios he was personally involved in when people tried 
to put black magic onto him, and in his terms, to murder him  
107.07 JC: And he says members from his own sort of clan, he’s had through 
jealousy of what he does and what he has achieved 
107.16 JC: People trying to undermine this situation 
107.23 JC: And then he told me a couple of scenarios where people would contact 
him and say, and warn him what are you doing with these works be 
careful something will happen  
107.35 JC: Those were sort of his words translating what they were saying to him 
107.38 JC: Which was, you know, and then he started explaining the tricks of 
what people  
107.50 JC: And when I told my wife, Jaeme, she is a little bit like forget it, don’t 
do anymore collaborations 
107.58 JC: But these are the things that make it even more complex, more 
interesting, more complex and create that level of kind of excitement a 
little bit of fear mixed with the whole. It’s very interesting  
108.16 JC: Like these elements are amazingly interesting. 
108.22 JC: The fact that these conversations are taking place today. 
108.24 JC: The fact that there are families still continuing the practice of sorcery 
and black magic 
108.31 JC: It’s fascinating. I don’t want to be too much part of it but unfortunately 
I’m kind of am a little bit in that sense but 
108.39 JB: I guess you know, I’ve got a meeting in a few minutes 
108.50 JB: The habitation of the Torres Strait has an amazing and rich history. 
There has been a constant kind of even flow of cultural exchange, 
warfare you know clan alliances. It’s massive 
Justin on Alick Tipoti reverting back to tradition 
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109.16 JB: With the relationship and you talk about with Ken and the other artists 
in Taba Naba, you know I am sure a guy like Alick would probably be 
one of the proponents of that way of thinking  
109.31 JB: And that’s understandable for a guy like Alick, because from his 
perspective, from what it is that he is trying to achieve, he would like 
to see a return to the idea of cultural practice before the coming of the 
light  
Not everyone agrees with reverting back to tradition 
109.47 JB: And you know, not everyone agrees with that  
Justin on Tipoti rescuing language 
109.51 JB: But what he is in effect doing as well is rescuing the idea of language 
the meaning of language, that carries with it a whole other cultural 
history  
110.06 JB: So I find that quite interesting.  
110.10 JB: Alick also sometimes forgets that he has worked with white fellas as 
well  
110.15 JB: You know particularly in the UAP casting projects and stuff  
Justin on why Tipoti is asking the question of ken 
110.22 JB: What Alick is probably doing is asking more so the question to Ken is 
why are you sharing your cultural knowledge with this white fella as 
opposed to why are you working with, that is probably what he is 
meaning  
Justin on Brian and his mixed heritage being questioned 
110.38 JB: The other thing to think about also is, Brian’s had a lot of kick back as 
well as an artist 
110.48 JC: You know he has a mixed raced heritage, he has Malaysian heritage, 
he has white fella heritage  
111.00 JB: There’s been some and there’s an ongoing debate as to whether or not 
he really does have Torres Strait Islander clan heritage  
111.09 JB: And so we just even though his grandfather, it was his grandfather but 
it could, a lot of guys, but I am not saying who, have been saying it’s 
not by marriage, it’s not by blood relations, so some of them have a 
problem with Brian calling himself a Torres Strait Islander artist 
111.27 JB: Now to preface that with the idea that he was born in Cairns and he 
lived most of the first part of his life on Thursday Island, course he is a 
Torres Strait Islander, because he grew up on Thursday Island 
Brian head and shoulders above the rest 
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111.44 JB: Whether or not he has culture clan that’s not for me to say, I have no 
conjecture, all I know is that in terms of the way that these artists 
work, Brian is certainly head and shoulders above many of them  
112.00 JB: Because of his innate understanding of how he’s able to use and adapt 
various cultural elements in his work and does so because of his 
background history 
112.15 JB: Some of the other artists don’t and they feel that’s bad.  
112.19 JB: I can’t really answer the black magic question 
112.21 JC: Yeah, no leave that 
Justin on Black magic 
112.22 JB: But it does exist and it’s a huge part of belief and even though there is 
a coming of light belief, there is a massive belief there 
112.31 JC: Oh yeah, I found it really interesting, but in terms of what you were 
talking about, in terms of sharing which is a concern 
112.40 JC: That’s one of my massive concerns with working with Ken and I’ve 
really ensured and Ken’s always, we have discourse all the time 
112.50 JC: Ken is very adamant about what he owns and what he produces as 
being the ownership of him solely  
113.00 JC: and all these elements we’ve ever worked with. The Dari even the 
Dari, he is firm belief that all that Dari is his  
113.11 JC: The small Dari’s are more representative of broader Torres Strait 
Islander. But the big main Dari, that’s Erub Dari from his people  
113.20 JC: And a lot of other aspects of, he sights food, a lot of the animals, a lot 
of stuff, pretty interestingly  
113.29 JC: So hopefully I have navigated that terrain just by staying within the 
umbrella of what he owns or what he firmly believes he owns 
113.43 JC: And hopefully that’s the case 
Justin on possible issue of ownership arising out of a work Ken is involved in 
113.47 JB: There’s an instance that I know of that I experienced through his show 
and that was about his use of a particular symbol that comes from the 
island but might not necessarily belong to him 
114.13 JB: And I know that he had been asked to do something similar and I am a 
bit fearful of where that’s going to go because I will be honest, he’s an 
Elder to a certain degree and there’s always going to be in any 
circumstance a level of disagreement over rights to cultural traditions 
114.50 JB: And I am not saying that’s everywhere but that’s a concern with this 
upcoming project that he’s doing at the moment  
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115.00 JC: Just quickly don’t you think that it also helps, all these kind of areas 
that people are negotiating ownership of different cultural aspects. I 
think that really helps to get to the bottom of truth and consolidate all 
these ancestral lineages  
115.18 JC: All this information getting collated, presents a really clear picture of 
exactly what it is without that you would have it. 
115.28 JC: You would just have people independently believing they have this 
and they have that  
115.34 JB: No there is a big genealogy project undergoing at the moment and so 
with that, I guess the aim is to be able to try and ensure that correct 
lineages have the right to law and cultural aspects and it’s something 
that Ken is firmly a part of 
Brian Robinson Interview 
Brian Robinson is a multi-disciplinary artist who is widely regarded as being amongst 
the elite group of Torres Strait Islander artists contributing towards the contemporary 
Torres Strait Islander art movement. 
Robinson was chosen to provide representation from an artist within the group 
selected for the research and because of his vast knowledge and understanding of his 
culture and indigenous art markets. I have exhibited alongside him in the TABA 
NABA The Australia: Defending the Oceans, At the Heart of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Island Art exhibition in Monaco and Defying Empire: 3rd National Indigenous 
Art Triennial. 
Robinson also has a history of cross-cultural exchange and has participated in 
collaborative arrangements of a different sought to that of the Thaiday/Christopher 
collaborations. 
Interview 6Dec17 
Location: KickArts Contemporary 
(BR=Brian Robinson ; JC=interviewer – Jason Christopher) 
 
7:50 BR: Sensitively navigated the cultural aspects working with Ken 
8.19  I’ve known Ken for a very long time he has always talked about 
motorising 
8.25  Ken has always talked about bringing to life 
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9  Supportive of the collaborative work bringing life kens work 
11.50  Those curators who haven’t spent the time communicating to Ken,  
12.36  “Rock the boat” talking about his work 
13  I’m a true artist  - hybridise mediums and thoughts not your typical 
21.55 BR: Talking about getting back to my own work 
25.17 BR: 
26.18 BR: Speaks strongly about the process of collaboration and reconciliation 
26.50   Ken’s dreams motorising match made in heaven. 
27.22 BR: Equal ownership over the work  A lot more from my side then people 
realise sometimes even Ken 
27.57 BR: Certain Cultural issues dari – cultural protocols 
28.46  Dragged their culture with them wherever they reside 
30 BR: Two sides to my practice, knowing his limitations – talking about 
getting his work produced 
31.08 BR: Wanting to hand over credit to fabricators 
31.48  Dialogue between him and the fabricator 
34.43 BR: Photoshop – illustrator talking about hands on and sketching jigsaw 
36  See the world as little sculptures 
37.47  BR: Always been a fascination with exotic materials through ceremonial 
practices – adopting materials etc. My practice following on with this 
tradition. Base line of TS base material -  pop culture etc. break down 
barriers 
39 – 34  TS similarities with Greek mythologies – love and loss – parallel 
universe – breaking down stereotypes, the use of popular culture 
speaks to the use - influenced by television and the draw of the 
Western world. 
41.10  Navigate both sides of the coin – reinterpreting traditional stories 
bringing them to the here and now – bringing them into a 
contemporary setting. 
44 BR: Negativity associated with hunting dugong etc – use of fibre glass 
over turtle – Alick Tipoti mask – live up to expectations of public art 
durability – a lot of traditional practices were ephemeral objects here 
today gone tomorrow – disposal artworks etc feathers purchase 
feathers from craft shop – preservation of species 
48.13  BR: Number programs in place that prevent boats fishing  
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49.35 BR: Effects people living in the strait more than the mainland. People on 
the island still collect but only when it is needed for ceremonial 
activities. Talking about crayfish and licenses 
53.50  Report on dugong and turtle – healthiest population around indigenous 
communities  
56.53  Margaret Lowrie – illustrations are the start of a two-dimensional 
artistry period prior to that it was 3dimensional utilitarian objects. 
Talking about the coming of the light and the beginning of dance and 
dance parafilnaliar. History of making adaptation of materials simple 
mechanical. Early watercolours to large prints 
59.30  Adornment of ceremonial masks to prints 
103.12  Saibi boigo – threatened by rising sea levels talking about the issues 
cemeteries etc 
106.30  Talking about up and coming artists – print movement history starting 
in Cairns taffe – main artistic expression – young artists tapping into 
that medium. Core artists influencing young artists 
108.28 BR: Mention working with me to animate his work 
110.45 BR: If you’re looking for artists to move into that crazy area ill be first to 
be there 
115.38 BR: It’s not a forced collaboration 
1017.08 BR: Talking about collaboration and interviewing questions 
1018.28 BR: Still sees Ken as top dog – talking about his respect for Ken 
1020.11 BR: Talking about competition within Torres Strait Islander 
movement. We are not woriied about the rest of the world just that 
person and that person 
Stephane Jacob Interview 
Stephane Jacob is the director of Arts D’Australie Stephen Jacob. Jacob was the 
European project manager of the exhibition TABA NABA The Australia: Defending 
the Oceans, At the Heart of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island Art exhibition in 
Monaco. I worked closely with him during the creation of the Thaiday/Christopher 
collaboration  Torres Strait and Erub Eastern Island Headdress 2016/Large Dari—
Erub Eastern Island Headdress and Small Daris—Torres Strait Island Headdress 
with Shooting Star 
338 
Jacob first engaged with Australian indigenous arts in 1995 when he first visited 
Australia from Paris. He has since provided many opportunities for indigenous artists 
to exhibit and sell their art throughout Europe and elsewhere. 
Jacob was chosen to contribute as he is an expert on indigenous arts and provided a 
European perspective on indigenous art markets abroad. Jacob also has firsthand 
knowledge and understanding of the Thaiday/Christopher collaborations. 
Skype Interview 23February 2018 
Stephane Jacobson – Arts De Australa 
(SJ= Stephane Jacobson ; JC=interviewer – Jason Christopher) 
 
0.00 JC: I am talking with Stephane Jacob, and I just want to ensure that you 
are comfortable with the filming of the interview 
0.10 JC: This interview will form part of my PhD, can you please confirm that 
you are happy for me to document 
0.16 SJ: Yes, I am very happy to  
0.19 JC: Hahaha Terrific 
0.22 JC: Can you please state your name, title along with a bit of history about 
yourself, your education and your work, how long have you been 
involved in the arts industry 
0.30 SJ: Yes, so my name is Stephane Jacob. I have been involved in the arts 
industry for over 21 years.  
0.40 SJ: And I have established a company called Arts D’Australie Stephen 
Jacob 
0.45 SJ: Which is a propriety limited commercial gallery in Paris 
0.52 SJ: And I am the director of that company 
1.00 SJ: About my education. I graduated from the École du Louvre, which is 
an arts history university in Paris 
1.14 SJ: After I finished studying at the louvre I worked in a museum in Paris 
for several years where I was in charge of communication. That 
museum was called National Museum of French Monuments and was 
located in Trocadéro in Paris, just in front of the Eiffel Tower 
1.38 SJ: And I went to Australia in 1985 on a working holiday Visa with a firm 
intention to work in a Museum, considering I was French, I had 
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studied at the Louvre, I had worked in Museums. I thought Australia 
would be begging for me to work for them. It wasn’t quite the case 
2.00 SJ: But I did meet a lot of wonderful people and got introduced to 
collectors in Sydney 
2.08 SJ: And also to people with strong interest in Australian Indigenous 
culture, and that is how I got interested in that field 
2.20 SJ: I came back to Paris in mid 1996 and immediately established my 
gallery 
2.30 JC: In terms of your experience with institutions in Australia why do you 
think there wasn’t that level of interest, having brought your 
experience here and what you could bring to the table in terms of 
exposing Australia institutions to an array of broadening their 
horizons a bit 
3.00 SJ: I think I was very young, I was on a working holiday visa, so I wasn’t 
working on a permanent job, I was working more for something like 
temporary, an internship or something for a couple of months 
3.20 SJ: Australia was actually very advanced. Already had very well equipped 
museums and I am sure that if I had pursued a bit I might of found an 
internship somewhere. I would like to say I escaped which was 
probably good as I was actually able to travel 
3.36 SJ: So I don’t think it was anything to do with me but more to do with 
something already very established in Australia. If you want a job or 
even an internship you had to go through a normal process. Not just 
knocking at the door like we do here or in other countries, that just 
doesn’t quite work in Australia 
4.00 SJ: Actually Australia was much more formal to an extent of what I 
actually expected. It’s got a mix of things, it’s formal at the same time 
quite colloquial and quite easy going 
4.15 SJ: It’s an interesting mix that I actually have lived through all my life 
with Australia, like a dual situation sometimes a bit paradoxical  
4.35 SJ: You’ve got very Australian 
4.41 JC: Yeah I know where you’re coming from there 
4.43 JC: And did you manage to travel around, like did you go up North 
Queensland and Northern Territory and some more remote places to 
any indigenous communities 
5.00 SJ: Since I was very bright and very well educated, I decided to go and 
buy a car at Kings Cross car park, on the ground level. And I found a 
beautiful Ford Falcon. A wonderful red Ford Falcon, station wagon. 
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But I didn’t know at the time, that you could actually clean an engine 
and make it look new 
5.30 SJ: So I took the car out of the car park. I arrived in the middle of Taylor 
Square and the car burst into fire right in the middle of Taylor Square 
so it ended up at Paddington Four Ways. There was a garage there 
where it stayed for about 6 weeks. Costed me a fortune to fix and then 
I drove all the way up to Cook Town with that car. I got that car 
because I thought I would be saving money with a big car that I could 
sleep in. Over 6 months I think I slept once inside the car, where it 
stunk like petrol, there were mosquitoes every where it was too hot 
and whenever I left the door open it was like one of those huge trucks 
passing through and waking me up in the middle of the night. So I 
realised it wasn’t the best investment 
6.30 SJ: I think the car was taking something like 10-11L. The consumption 
was just mad. But I loved that car. I think I still have a key somewhere 
6.49 JC: that’s funny, you said 95 you were doing that. In 95 I was doing the 
same thing in Europe. I bought a Golf Scirocco in London and I was 
travelling through Europe and sleeping on the side of the road. I was 
surfing. I surfed from like through Spain. I started in France and 
surfed all the way down the coast into Spain. Then all the way down 
the Spanish coast into Portugal and then all the way down the 
Moroccan coast and as far as Agadir. 
7.26 JC: I was sleeping in my surf board bag on the side of the road every night 
7.35 JC: So that gives me an idea of your Segway into Australian indigenous 
art. So did you interest extend  
7.48 SJ: o actually just about the travel. I lived with an Australian for many 
years before that and he was a musician. So the only thing I knew 
about Aboriginal art was a bit about the dream time a little bit about 
digeridoo but nothing much. 
8.09 SJ: And when I arrived in Australia and actually the first person I met was 
Elizabeth Churcher, Betty Churcher. She was the head of the National 
Gallery in Canberra. And she very kindly introduced me to Michael 
Darling in Sydney and Michael Darling actually introduced me to 
Mari Elaine Gili was a French lady living in Sydney with a husband 
…and they were welcoming, doing parties all the time for French 
people, you know kind of French community and at that party I meet 
Isabell Dubumut 
8.50 SJ: Isabelle was French and lived at the time in Sydney had an interest at 
Australian culture in aboriginal arts. We actually decided after a few 
months to go and travel together in the central desert up North. In the 
mean time I was also quite close to a gallerist called Michael Carr. 
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Michael had a dealership with John Olsen, Tim Olsen. And they had a 
gallery called Olsen Carr in Paddington 
9.25 SJ: Michael’s mother was an artist who lived in Canberra. Her name is 
Pat Harry. I don’t know if you have meet her by chance. Pat was 
living in Canberra at the time so we went to visit here over there. And 
Michael took me to visit one of the Galleries in Canberra called 
Jaktman Gallery. Jaktman Gallery was a well-known gallery in 
Canberra at the time specialising in Australian Indigenous Art.  
9.55 SJ: The gallery manager Judith Behan was a very short tense woman, was 
very angry the day we went there because a client of hers had 
commissioned a painting by a very famous artist called Emily Kame 
Kngwarreye 
10.15 SJ: And Emily was you probably know her, she was a very important 
artist at the time she was still alive. And the client commissioned a 
blue painting by Emily. 
10.29 SJ: And when the painting arrived, the painting was too blue. Now it 
didn’t match the couch so the client didn’t want it and Judith was 
really angry it was just when we got in and I loved the painting. And 
she said if you want it you can have it. Give us a good price and 
Michael said okay why don’t we buy it together. We put in the gallery 
in Sydney and we will sell it.  
11.00 SJ: So I rang my parents woke them up in the middle of the night, told 
them I needed a few million Euros, a few thousand dollars at least and 
they said are you crazy. They helped me and I got with Michael the 
work in the Gallery and it sold in the following week and that was the 
start. So it all started like that and then I discovered I liked the idea of 
dealership.  
11.35 SJ: I went with Isabelle in the desert. At the time it was quite early in the 
field. So we got to some communities, art centres and they let us have 
some works on consignment  
11.56 SJ: I also meet a number of other galleries like negar in Melbourne. And 
got interested in work of non-indigenous artists. So I started showing 
works by John Kelly, I also had the opportunity of meeting wonderful 
people like Rosalie Gascoigne 
12.15 SJ: Rosalie actually let me have one work on consignment and I meet a 
number of other people like Wilma Tabacco, Myle Bagelt 
12.30 SJ: So I started, I came back to Paris and started in October 1996 dealing 
in indigenous and non-indigenous Australian Arts. 
12.50 SJ: My mix was probably 50:50 at the time. I was also showing Matthew 
Johnson, as well as Euan McLeod, Ann Thomson and I would of kept 
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dealing in non-indigenous art if the market and the condition of works 
were different. 
13.20 SJ: When I started indigenous art was not known, but non-indigenous art 
from Australia was not known either.  
13.30 SJ: It was before internet became big and evasive. It was still a time when 
Australia was still fairly closed and fairly turned towards itself  
13.55 SJ: At the time indigenous galleries were committing to indigenous art 
and contemporary galleries were dealing with exclusively non-
indigenous art. 
14.00 SJ: There was a very strong barrier between the two  
14.05 SJ: And when I came back to Paris and did exhibitions mixing indigenous 
and non-indigenous, I was probably doing it on a more regular way 
then what was actually happening in Australia 
14.20 SJ: But with time I realised that people here were more interested in 
Indigenous art because it was different from what they see otherwise. 
14.31 SJ: Also the condition of a presentation of an indigenous artist and non-
indigenous artist is slightly different. You don’t actually present the 
work in the same way 
14.45 SJ: I chose to work from an apartment, which is a different type of 
practice. I don’t have an open space gallery on the street with white 
walls, with exhibitions all the time 
14.55 SJ: I actually gather groups of people. So I actually work a lot by moving 
works around from my Stock room to the living room people see it. 
And I do exhibitions a lot outside 
15.06 SJ: I thought that non-indigenous artists require more solo exhibitions. It’s 
a different way of dealing with the artists and the expectation from the 
artist are so different. 
15.27 SJ: So you don’t actually bill the work the same way 
15.33 SJ: Little by little I have really reduced my involvement with non-
indigenous artists but really interested so that’s why if you have got 
projects and other things still very interested to build up projects and 
work on projects that create an opportunity for collaboration or so 
sometime a matter of opportunities. 
16.00 SJ: Like what happened with Monaco. It’s actually the opportunities that 
force destiny. 
16.06 SJ: So that’s a bit about the development in my interest in Australian arts. 
It’s true that by travelling through the country, seeing the place, seeing 
the landscape, meeting people you really understand the specificity of 
Australia 
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16.35 SJ: It’s softness and harshness. How people relate to art in Australia 
differently whether you are in Sydney, Melbourne or in the country. 
16.50 SJ: The fact that there is less, what really surprised me in Australia was 
lack of barrier between mediums. Like in European traditions a 
painter is a painter. A sculpture is a sculpture  
17.13 SJ: I remember when I was looking at Rosalie’s work. Rosalie was doing 
sculpture she was doing textile works. She was painting the next day, 
it doesn’t really matter and I find that you are much freer. Or you used 
to be much freer in Australia 
17.35 SJ: Now I am not as sure, because I think you tend to enter into 
international canal and expectations. Sometimes I find that this 
freshness that occurred in Australia when Australia was still an 
isolated island was a little bit more innovative 
18.05 SJ: That when it became a little more international. I still think the 
relationship you’ve got with the land, the relation when you’ve got 
when the work is inspired by Australia, whatever it means is the 
strongest. 
18.26 SJ: There is something about the dimension, there is something about 
relation to immensity. The relation to the specificity of nature. The 
light that you have in Australia is totally different from anywhere else 
in the world. The magnitude of the work  
18.45 SJ: I mean when you think of the Dari, to me that is a very Australian 
piece. Not only by the content but also by it’s dimension and by the 
let’s do it, kind of feel 
19.00 SJ: Maybe a bit mad, conditions of creation, specific, but probably one of 
the most fantastic projects that I have been working on thanks to you. 
But it is besides, behind you to me it’s a very Australian project but 
we can talk more about it later on 
19.21 SJ: But there is something about everything is possible. In a much larger 
way then in America. In America everything was possible, but 
everything was possible if it links to market 
19.50 SJ: In Australia it’s got something different. You want to do it, you do it. 
It’s your problem. 
 
 
20.10 JC: So you talk about Australia’s uniqueness of our relationship and 
indigenous cultures relationship to land and place as well. Have you 
found that in other cultures else where around the world. Is that 
something you are interested elsewhere or are you mainly focused on 
aboriginal and Torres strait islander 
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20.40 SJ: As far as my interests are concerned is very broad. And I am 
interested in many other cultures. 
20.45 SJ: I belong to the Quai Branly museum, to the friends of the Quai Branly 
which is the main museum in Paris. We organise quite a few trips 
around the place and I am always interested in seeing other cultures 
21.00 SJ: As far as dealership is concerned and so far I still have a lot of work to 
do with Australia 
21.15 SJ: I sometimes feel that I wouldn’t mind expanding to other cultures or 
doing something else in compliment. But I still have too much work to 
do with Australia and there also aren’t that many cultures, it’s very 
hard  
21.44 SJ: It’s a culture but it’s also a word of expression and it’s also a style that 
is very unique. It’s not that easy in other cultures if you talk about 
indigenous culture to find something that is of that level of that quality 
22.10 SJ: Painting wise, there is very few, there are very few cultures around the 
world that have painting traditions that is of the same level of interest 
as aboriginal art is and still is 
22.27 SJ: I have got a lot of things to say about aboriginal art and the 
development of the market and a lot of crap and Australia is 
responsible for some of that crap for some other reasons. 
22.45 SJ: But I am quite optimistic that in the years to come, it will come to a 
new era with indigenous art that might establish new qualities, level 
and quality. Which is probably I think we are bit in the middle of not 
crisis but not properly knowing what the parameters are  
23.20 SJ: I think there is a redefinition for what expectations are and what the 
market place is supposed to be 
23.29 JC: I would like to talk more about it because definitely in one of my 
questions down the track it sort of dwells on that topic, that would be 
good to get more into that  
 
23.45 JC: How would describe the roles and objectives of Arts de Australia in 
terms of how you see yourself as a main point of contact and an area 
that is sort of a niche kind of market of promoting Australia and 
cultural Australian art to Europe. 
24.15 JC: Is that a big role of your objective or just part and parcel of the daily 
business of what you do 
24.30 SJ: It’s a big question. No one has asked me to do what I do. So I don’t 
feel like I am on a mission by an agreement with anyone to do what I 
do. 
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24.46 SJ: I try to do the best I can by passing on a culture that moves me. Over 
time I have been lucky enough to be a mediator  
25.11 SJ: It’s probably, I think I’ve got qualities to be the middle man between 
the culture and the clients 
25.33 SJ: My role is really being the transmitting. It’s about transmitting, it’s 
about passing on culture, it’s about passing on knowledge. The 
knowledge that I have received, that I know and I am just expressing 
my sensibility.  
25.53 SJ: I ever majored in, I didn’t graduate from a commercial school. I 
graduated from artist history so my background is really art history 
and is more, I became a dealer by chance. It wasn’t my intention; my 
intention would have been more curatorial and I think it still 
something that I am interested in. 
26.24 SJ: That’s why I like projects, that’s why I like putting projects together 
that is probably why sometimes I being purely commercial or being 
purely what some gallery manager would be is complicated for me. 
26.50 SJ: I find very very hard to sell or present something I don’t believe in 
and sometimes I should shut my mouth and just sell it, just the cash 
and go but I am not like that 
27.11 SJ: Which can sometimes be ambiguous, complicated within the 
relationship even with some artists.  
27.25 SJ: Because the expectations on both sides can be distorted, because 
probably very sensitive and at sometimes with my dealership with 
Australia I had learn to be a bit more firmer which was probably not 
my personality and still not my personality. 
27.52 SJ: Sometimes I open my computer and go, I get an email from Australia, 
and I go woah, chill out, chill out. It’s alright if you are on the same 
level but you know you can fight back but you know sometime it puts 
me….so it’s interesting 
28.20 SJ: So my objective is to keep developing the interest for Australia and 
probably developing as much institutions that I can. I think it has been 
my forte. I have sold a lot of works to institutions. The main museums 
in Paris bought half a dozen works from me  
28.47 SJ: Museum in Lyon, south of France, which is France’s second largest 
city Lyon. 
28.55 SJ: I have a brand new museum called conferences, Museum of 
conferences and I have sold over 80 works over there. I have sold 
works to the museum of Geneva  
29.10 SJ: So here the fact that works turn into public collections I think is 
something that is highly valuable and recognised. Much more than in 
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Australia they are, I don’t want to be insulting but each regional 
gallery needs to have a work by an Indigenous artist. So most artist 
even if they are not very good from any indigenous community would 
have a work in a regional gallery  
29.45 SJ: In Europe it is very different. The process for an acquisition is very 
very tough, very very long. So when you do get a work into a 
collection it’s really major and I have been lucky to be quite 
successful with that. 
30.00 SJ: So my intention with time is to try as much as possible to keep 
developing projects, to keep developing collections within institutions, 
to become rich and to retire in 2 years time. 
30.16 SJ: I just haven’t reached anything about the two last points, so I don’t 
think I will be retiring in 2 years’ time and I don’t think I will be rich. 
But that’s my objective 
 
30.40 JC: In terms of Torres Strait Islander group of artist and as far as my 
research goes, as you know there are many artists that contribute to 
this movement. I have focused my paper on Dr Ken thaiday Snr, Alick 
tipoti, Dennis nona and Brian robinson. In that small group of artists I 
see as being the more prominent leading the way for this movement. 
When were you first introduced to any of those more so concentrating 
on Dr Ken Thaiday Snr who forms the majority of my paper’s topic 
31.43 SJ: I don’t recall the very first time I meet Ken. I tried to remember the 
other day but I wasn’t able to remember. I know the very first work I 
had in stock was Hammerhead shark which entered in my inventory in 
2005. 1st of five 2005  
32.20 SJ: I think that was the time I don’t remember. Frankly I don’t remember 
32.38 SJ: But what I know the following year in 2006 Ken was in Paris in the 
city and we spent a lot of time together there 
32.50 SJ: From my remembrance I already meet him in Australia before that in 
2005. But for some reason I just can’t remember what happened. 
33.00 SJ: But definitely when he came to Paris he was on his own and I think 
Liz was there. I feel in love with that guy I just did.  He was just 
incredible, I was just amused at the time by his infectivity.  
33.26 SJ: As I said it was quite amazing seeing someone who was already an 
Elderly gentleman, or at least looked like a very responsible old wise 
man.  
33.40 SJ: He had magic in his hands. Just went around the corner, just went to 
this work store and bought some feathers. I would know where to buy 
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those and he just got back to his place and just started playing with 
something. 
34.00 SJ: He had a box which he had some material coming in. He just cut the 
box and that became the base for the jaw of the shark or whatever and 
just playing around with it. 
34.10 SJ: And I remember at the time and even his works later he wanted to 
make a large work. He was dreaming of making a very large 
sculpture. 
34.25 SJ: That was always in my head and that is actually why I thought of him 
when we spoke about Monaco. 
34.34 SJ: That I still remember he wanted that  
34.40 SJ: I remember in Monaco the first idea I had was to see if we could make 
a large shark, like one of those headdresses but for outside, I don’t 
know if I spoke to you about that or if you came in later. 
35.00 SJ: But my very first discussion with the museum was about placing a 
large hammerhead shark in front of the museum, but because of the 
structure of the work and because of its transparency and because of 
its….. it didn’t quite fit when I was playing with it, that’s how we got 
to the Dari suggestion 
35.30 SJ: So my introduction to Ken was done, I already knew at the time, I was 
already representing Dennis. Dennis Nona. So I was already familiar 
with the Torres Strait works, with the sea variation of the artist. 
Alteration of the artist to the sea and I was already at the time aware 
of some of the specificity of the Torres Strait, in particular the 
dancing. 
36.10 SJ: Probably around that time, that’s probably around that time that I also 
meet Brian in Cairns when he was curator of the Cairns Regional 
Gallery.  
36.26 SJ: Brian was probably the one who introduced me to the work of Alick. I 
knew a little about Alick’s work but he had some works there which I 
thought was just fantastic. I love those figures like the one you have 
got behind you.  
36.40 SJ: But there was one work in particular which was quite amazing of one 
….quite a large work. I was probably at the time already in connection 
with Michael Kershaw  
37.00 SJ: I was dealing with Michael for Dennis, but I don’t think Alick was 
working for Michael yet at that time. So I told Ken within a 2 or 3 
year time frame everything came into 
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37.30 JC: I suppose I will move more into now the work that Ken and I involve 
ourselves with. Dr Ken Thaiday Snr and I have continued a sustained 
level of artistic collaboration co-creating since the commissioning of 
Clam Shell with Hammer head Shark in 2013.  
  We have developed 3 major works over that period melding our 
artistic practices, sharing conceptual and cultural ideas to form hybrid 
co-created automated sculptures. 
  Are you aware of any other indigenous, non-indigenous duo artists 
working consistently together to develop and co-create works of art 
that engage at the same level of cultural exchange and shared 
creativity; within the contemporary Torres Strait Islander art 
movement. Are there any other indigenous non-indigenous artists that 
you can think of that are on that level. 
38.40  SJ: Mostly for the ghost net. The ghost net art movement would have not 
started without the impulsion of non-indigenous artists. It is the 
collaboration of people like Sue Ryan, Lynette Griffith or Gina 
Ireland, that the movement developed and is still developing. 
39.05 SJ: So to me it’s kind of the only duo that I can see of that level 
39.22 JC: Are those relationship. See the way I see Uncle Ken and my 
relationship is that it has developed through Clamshell with 
Hammerhead Shark and through that a more intimate relationship that 
became a friendship and an ongoing pursuit of ours to keep exploring 
possibilities I suppose but it’s only involved Uncle Ken and myself. 
Do you see those other relationships as being more transient in terms 
of who they work with and in terms of being more group orientated or 
their actual relationships within there where there are just two artist 
that have connected and continued to develop ideas between each 
other solely? 
40.16 SJ: It’s a hard question for me to answer, it’s a question you would have 
to ask Sue or Lynnette 
40.27 JC: Yeah I am talking to Lynette actually and she is in the same, I am 
waiting on an available time to interview her as well, and I have 
already had conversations with her and meetings with her to get her 
feedback. She’s going to be valuable in that respect 
40.46 SJ: I would tend to say it is a more group orientated relationship with 
specific friendship or acquaintances or natural bind, you know 
sometimes you feel more. I don’t see or I don’t know so that is why I 
don’t want to speak on behalf of Lynette. But I don’t recall of seeing, I 
mean she is very keen on that collaborative work and discussion and is 
very strong about it. But I don’t know if she has done one to one like a 
work with one artist in particular and it has developed over time with 
that. 
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41.43 SJ: Like she has done collaboration with Marion Gaemers. But with an 
indigenous artist I don’t know if there has been a full thing one to one. 
41.55 SJ: This being also probably linked to the tribe tradition of the Torres 
Strait which is probably different whether the artist is on the island, or 
is on the island or is on the mainland. 
42.33 SJ: That changes a lot obviously Ken has developed a career of his own 
and never needed anyone to create works. He needed someone to 
manage him that has been done mostly to my knowledge through 
Michael but also on his own.  
43.02 SJ: Alick has tried that a little bit but the room for a collaboration and 
definition for a collaboration and I know it’s a topic we talk about and 
I know it’s been crucial on your part and very interesting even when 
establishing the contract about the Dari, about the role of the artist  
43.30 SJ: It is still something that is obviously not common but without talk 
about your relationship or anyone’s relationship with the Torres Strait, 
a long lasting collaboration between two artists is very rare anyway. 
43.50 SJ: There are very few collaborations around the world of two artists 
working together on a long run. But I mean there are lots of people 
collaborating unless you are James Burton George or have got several 
other artist working as a team. Or sometimes as a couple as a team. 
It’s not that common. 
44.30 SJ: So for the Torres Strait, one of the issues for the Torres Strait are there 
are very few artists that have a real career on their own. With that 
body of work that just defines that collaboration. The structures of the 
art centres whenever they exist in the Torres Strait or elsewhere in 
Australia is not turned towards that kind of relationship. It also 
requires I think for a collaboration to have the time for the discussion 
the exchange of discussion that is probably very different towards the 
lifestyle the community allows.   
45.20 SJ: And I am fully aware also of the challenges that it requires. 
Challenges of all levels, challenges before, during, after. The question 
of recognition, I won’t enter into details but I found that very strongly 
during the show at Monaco with a lot of groups we worked with 
45.50 SJ: I just feel that at the moment with Pormpuraaw where you could be 
moving mountains and doing everything you know killing yourself 
but at the end of the day the level of recognition is so abstract for them 
that it does create a questioning about the viability of a long run of a 
collaboration. It’s very short term, very immediate and even during 
that immediate where you position yourself within that tribal tradition 
or is it tribal or just tempers I don’t know, it’s complicated. And I am 
sure you have experienced that in many ways  
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47.00 SJ: And that also what makes the challenge very interesting. The question 
is how can you, is there a way of defining a template on the long run 
or do you have to adapt yourself each time and situation having 
always a bit of a spade on your head is the question 
47.36 JC: It’s an enormously difficult environment to find myself in, on one 
hand I’ve got my own artistic practice which I have completely 
neglected in order to get these works off the ground and then within 
the abnormity of the projects that we have been involved with its 
effected financial issues, it’s affected a whole lot of things. I have put 
a lot of emphasis and time into producing these purely, it’s developed 
alongside with the research paper, it became a beast that was an 
uncontrollable avalanche of events that you couldn’t sort of get out of 
and you had to ride it through and I am still riding it through. But it’s 
really thrown up a lot of challenges and the biggest challenge is 
loosing oneself amongst that and loosing your own identity as a solo 
artist. In Australia dealing with all the cultural sensitivities and the 
political sensitivities that are involved with working with indigenous 
artists.  
48.56 JC: I suppose European perceptions of how the collaborative arrangement 
forms and their idea, I suppose they don’t have the same. In Australia 
there is a lot of baggage that comes along with delving into anything 
that is related to indigenous affairs. Whereas you don’t have that in 
Europe so it would be interesting to get that other perspective on 
things.  
49.27 JC: But certainly here and certainly the institutional acceptance of the 
work that I have been doing with Ken has been a real challenge and 
one that really hasn’t progressed to this point even notwithstanding the 
work that we have produced and the environments that they have been 
displayed in and the exposure they have had there is still very little 
understanding of the relationship and the works could mean for 
Australia and contemporary indigenous art. 
50.00 JC: And it hasn’t been exploited or taken up. But I will talk about that a 
little further along the line with you. 
 
50.09 JC: In terms of your perspectives and European perspectives, do you think 
the co-created history of the works, do you think that has a place in 
Contemporary indigenous arts as well as contemporary global arts. 
50.35 JC: so in terms of the works acting as new and contemporary works that 
are coming out of indigenous culture and in terms of the works just 
purely and simply being appreciated and acknowledged for new and 
innovative works of contemporary artwork. Because they do push a 
lot of boundaries not just in terms of collaborative engagement and in 
terms of the cultural exchange but in terms of the mediums in terms of 
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the technologies employed in terms of their aesthetic and movement, 
there is a whole other array of aspects to the works which are in tune 
with contemporary artwork. So I suppose on both of those levels do 
you see a place and do you see it being something that could be 
something that the art world is interested in. 
51.25 SJ: Yes and no. It’s a very complex question. I definitely think there is 
room and to have discussion in Australia about that. I think that’s 
before taking anything around the world that has to be solved and 
discussed in Australia and appreciated in Australia.  
52.1  SJ: Because that is where you have got the grasp and culture and what it 
means from moving from bamboo to aluminium. From dancing mask 
to purely aesthetic works even though they are carrying medium.  
52.30 SJ: That’s where Australia has got a debate to happen and that what 
happened when you were in Defying Empire that was the purpose for 
a sort of exhibition like that and that’s where I think there is a real 
game about that. 
52.55 SJ: For the rest of the world I don’t think that comes into discussion. The 
magnitude of the work that is what is interesting, the fact that you 
refer to culture it’s interesting, it’s important  
53.15 SJ: The transposition of a collaboration is I think is of less an issue. 
53.39 JC: I would like to talk about the Dari in context to obviously the Monaco 
exhibition but also in context to the Defying Empire exhibition  
53.50 SJ: Because I would like to talk about the collaboration.  
54.00 SJ: I think to one extent one of the issues about the collaboration is that 
you probably don’t sense enough, there isn’t enough recording of the 
collaboration within the process of the making. Even filming some of 
your discussion with Ken even seeing where does it come in. When 
was your discussion, how was it happening, I know you were having 
discussion with him. I also know for having spoken with Ken, it’s not 
always easy to get straight answers and things. 
54.50 SJ: So the concept of collaboration itself was probably difficult to grasp 
or difficult to grasp and I think that is maybe something interesting to 
do in the future. 
55.05 SJ: About how when you sit with him or even having sketches. You know 
of the Dari for example all the images I got or the discussions I’ve had 
were with you.  
55.20 SJ: Even when I send the image of the two to Ken, even discussions with 
how he would see it and why he would place that or even about the 
church or a stronger story about the work itself. Saying why you want 
to put that place there. The kind of work you are doing now. 
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55.50 SJ Maybe within, maybe it is something that is missing and I felt even 
when you were talking about the Clam, I did see the image but the 
collaboration is physical but also very much about theory and about 
the exchange and maybe that is something that is missing 
56.15 SJ: In that process is the collaboration component of what you intend by 
the collaborations. That’s why there has been discussion with Michael 
about whether you are artist or worker, are you artist or commissioner 
or whatever. What are the limits  
56.37 SJ: I mean obviously there is a cultural dimension and maybe that didn’t 
come through enough in the work and I am not sure. I don’t think that 
in the case of the collaboration because the work is very close to the 
original, ok it’s designed it’s done in a way that is fantastically well 
done  
57.18 SJ: I think somewhere within the work maybe something to do by 
presenting the work with a video. Or the collaboration has to become 
a bit more visible. I am not saying you take the work and now enlarge 
it, make it your own way. That is what I maybe feel is missing in the 
work  
57.55 SJ: Strangely enough it’s got nothing to do with the work but more with 
the context of the work. People understand that you have worked with 
him but it still remains like you say a Ken thaiday sculpture. 
58.20 SJ: Maybe that level of comprehension of what is a collaboration needs to 
be redefined from a more theoretical point of view. Maybe it should 
come with a written interview about the work, but it should come with 
a visual, video make something that you talk about the work but full 
of the process. 
58.50 JC: I have documented the whole process of all three works, there is an 
enormous amount of information there 
59.00 SJ: But with him, what I am saying with him as well. 
59.05 JC: Yeah there is cause I go up to Cairns and meet with Ken and talk to 
him and not just over the phone but we talk on the phone regularly but 
actual one on one meetings going through designs working out how 
we are going to present it there is a whole lot of that there in existence 
it’s just never really been a part of what has been asked for so we have 
never presented it.  
59.30 JC: But in terms of the Dari, the Dari specifically amongst the three works 
for me was the most uncomfortable work for be to be involved in as 
you say the Dari is a Dari. And because it does have such cultural 
significance there was very little that I could adopt to my aesthetic and 
my own methodology and conceptual ideas. 
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100.00 JC: If you look at the individual designs of the elements they are 
completely redesigned they are completely different to but at the end 
of the day it’s a Dari that conforms to the shape, the style and to the 
representation of what a Dari represents for a Torres Strait Islander 
and for Ken. 
100.26 JC: So that was always something I was uncomfortable about doing. But 
something I had to do as a matter of progression of the works, 
progression of collaborative engagement and also the opportunity 
which was the biggest thing to exhibit in such a prestigious exhibition. 
So if I had the choice I would of said no to the Dari. But if I had not 
done the Dari with Ken, the Dari wouldn’t of gone to Monaco. No 
Dari would of gone to Monaco. 
101.00 JC: He had the Dari from the carriage works which was in existence. But 
in all honesty it was in disrepair and it wasn’t something to be brutally 
honest would of achieved much for Ken. 
101.15 SJ: No I agree 
101.17 JC: So kind of for me it was more of a matter I had to either step in and 
get it done and do it and be as much part of it as I could possibly 
integrate myself with and you know it was sort of caught between a 
rock and a hard place really 
101.32 JC: And as it was I think it sort of with all those constraints and 
difficulties, I think in the end it was worth doing.  
101.48 JC: If you look at the last work which is the Beizam work. That was a 
work that was not asked to be made, was not commissioned there was 
no parameters, there was no agenda what so ever. That was the 
Sydney biennale and basically me just proposing to the biennale could 
you let Ken and I produce something to go into the Biennale. So there 
was no parameters on that I could really integrate what I want in it, in 
terms of a collaboration with Ken into that work.  
102.20 JC: And for me that’s the most successful work, that and Clamshell. But 
the Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark more so represents the true 
collaborative nature and spirit which we want to present the works. 
SO you haven’t seen that in the flesh unfortunately. I would love for 
you to see it actually operating. 
102.48 SJ: Is there a film somewhere.  
102.50 JC: In August it’s going to be at the Museum of Applied Art and Science 
if all goes well. So far its earmarked to go on exhibition for 6 months 
along with the Clamshell. And we were in discussions of 
commissioning a whole new work but they couldn’t get the funding in 
time so unfortunately that is going to have to wait until they get some 
funding. 
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103.20 JC: I suppose in terms of what you were discussing and talking about it’s 
100% right. It’s hard to shine through and be recognised in that 
collaborative engagement and that is part of the process of questions I 
wanted to talk about a little bit further along as well. Your thoughts in 
that kind of area but I think touching on it now going into a little more 
detail in response to some of the other questions. 
104.00 SJ: There is no doubt and you pointed it out quite well with the Dari that 
the cultural significance of the object itself is so strong it probably 
distracts from the artist itself.  
104.24 SJ: And I think to some extent it’s not even a Ken’s work anymore it’s a 
Dari. I’m trying to think of another work obviously when you look at 
Jeff Koons you like it or you don’t like, it really it is a Jeff Koons 
before it’s actually a sculpture. But sometimes you see some 
sculptures and the image is so iconic that is absorbs everything around 
it, and the image becomes invasive  
105.30 SJ: But would a work with Ken totally disconnected from culture which 
could be just an artistic project, could it work?  
105.50 JC: Yes that’s the question 
105.51 SJ: And would in that case, would the gesture, would the hand of the artist 
or artists become more dominant in that case, could be. I think the 
choice of the topic probably does interfere with the collaboration 
because by choosing something that is cultural, you are already 
putting the balance to one side. SO I think it’s very hard I think to 
come back the other way. Even if Jeff Koons was designing the Eiffel 
Tower, the Eiffel tower would remain the main element and Jeff 
Koons would disappear behind it. 
106.52 SJ: So that’s, it probably happened with the Statue of Liberty. You do 
know of the artist who have done work on the statue of liberty but the 
image is so strong that the statue of liberty is dominant. So maybe it is 
something to reflect on the collaboration, that element, could it be the 
disconnected from. Does the artist, I mean the question is, that’s the 
question that often happens in Aboriginal arts and Torres Strait as 
well.  
107.15 SJ: Has been a debate within the Contemporary art still, what is the limit 
of the artist is it purely cultural and just a form of expression that 
reflects a culture and then a thank you very much and good bye.  
107.45 SJ: We don’t want any of that in the contemporary art world. Or is it the 
expression of a suffering artist  
108.00 SJ: I mean there is still. You know when I started there was a distinction 
between indigenous and non-indigenous within the commercial 
gallery world even in indigenous Australia, you had the indigenous 
gallery and you had the contemporary wing. The fact of having within 
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the contemporary department works by indigenous artists came in 
very very recently. 
108.30 SJ: It’s still very hard for the contemporary art world to accept the 
contemporary of the indigenous world. So talking about collaboration 
is even more complicated because there is a difficulty about the 
collaboration on understanding that what is a collaboration and 
difficulty about understanding what is tribal or contemporary and how 
it fits.  
109.04 SJ: But I do think documenting the process in a way that is almost part of 
the work or is something I think that is important to really feel what 
comes from both hands and where does it melt  
109.40 JC: It’s funny because amongst people who know my work, when they 
view something like the Beizam. It’s funny I get it from both sides, 
when I was installing the work at the museum I had people come up to 
me and say that was an amazing work of Ken’s and I would have to 
correct them and say it is actually a collaboration between Ken and I 
110.28 JC: And then on the other side of the coin I would have people who were 
familiar with my work but may not necessarily know Ken’s work who 
would say you have done an amazing job on that work. We loved that 
work that you produced and it’s like well actually it’s not my work it’s 
a collaboration between Ken and I. 
110.42 JC: Where as with the Dari that kind of doesn’t happen. With the Beizam 
work and the Clamshell work the aesthetics the materials, the whole 
kind of look and feel of the work is identifiable of both Ken’s and 
mine to the people who are familiar with both works, or one or the 
other. 
111.13 JC: I think in terms of the works acting as Contemporary works of art I 
think there is a possible place for it without emphasising the cultural 
relationship to the work but is it worth pursuing. Because to me the 
interesting facete in the work is that level of cultural exchange that 
produces a non-indigenous, indigenous collective of ideas and cultural 
input and to me I think that’s what a lot of people miss in the work.  
112.00 JC: They don’t realise that level of connection which is obtained through 
dialogue, just through creative passion is a unique experience in the 
current kind of political climate in Australia  
112.20 JC: There’s not a lot of dialogue and discourse between indigenous and 
non-indigenous there’s not much sharing of culture. I think there is a 
lot of sort of fear and anxiety and apprehension to actually explore 
aboriginal culture amongst your average sort of Australian.  
112.44 JC: Just because of the political sensitivities. Where as from my 
perspective I don’t give a damn about any of that I just get in there 
and ask the question. Like I explore their culture openly with obvious 
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respect but with no fear and no apprehension and if I say something or 
ask a question that Ken is unable to answer that is not a problem it’s 
not an issue and Ken would just say it’s part of the secrecy and a part 
of something they have to maintain and aren’t allowed to talk about, 
but it’s not an offensive situation and I think within the works that is a 
really good example of how you can  
113.30 SJ: Agree. One of the things that I find is complicated in Australia, in a 
collaboration system is obviously, especially in the kind of material 
and structure you are working on is you’ve got a financial 
commitment that is needed that is very high, which is probably higher 
than what Australia is generally used to when it comes to Artworks  
114.09 SJ: Australia especially in the grant system has got, which is good cause it 
works they do a lot of things and blah blah blah. But the level of 
grants that is fine if you are putting together some pandanus fibre 
together and play a sculpture in your garden. But you don’t do 
anything with it you know. When you see that maximum is usually 
$50K is the average grant that you get with a full project. It doesn’t 
work on a scale like yours and even less when it involves people 
overseas and that project overseas. But even local. 
114.55 SJ: So there is that limit that is obviously difficult to fight with and even 
more so difficult, I don’t want to revinate your good spirit this 
morning but all the burden about the finance is on your shoulder and 
within a collaboration also means collaborating on all issues and I 
think that’s part of the stress and part of the complexity about a 
project like this is your are very much on your own.  
118.25 SJ: That is an interesting point because that’s the question in the long run, 
about how could a collaboration work and maybe if this is established 
from the start and you know that’s the game there is less also and 
satisfaction.  
119.00 SJ: I also found and I still find, as I was saying this morning. Indigenous 
cultures in Australia for many reasons are because of the isolated 
background and isolated community is very self-centred, extremely 
self-centred. Even though the community is based on a skint ship 
structure it does remain extraordinary self-centred. And notion of time 
is so different, notion of money is something that is totally different to 
our operation 
119.50 SJ: So the question about collaboration and you said is there a request 
from the other end of the collaboration and how does even someone 
like Ken, what does he intend about that. Is that a way of producing 
something where he can easy go, in a nice way, I mean, you guys. I 
think he is very proud of it because it speaks about him and it speaks 
about culture  
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120.30 SJ: What is the level for expectation of the collaboration I have no idea. 
You probably know better then I do. I am sure there are mixed 
feelings even on his part about that  
120.50 SJ: I remember having discussions with him when we’re talking about 
putting that together, and he was just saying he wanted $5K otherwise 
he would not make it, he would stop everything. You know like 
sometimes there is this type of disconnection that is a bit ambivalent 
which probably doesn’t ease the understanding of that collaboration  
121.20 JC: That’s part of how I negotiate our relationship. Because on one hand 
whatever we do make Ken sort of gets some kind of artist commission 
or whatever, I never receive anything so I need to not let that play part 
of my, I suppose I can’t let that come into the picture of me. I am 
happy for Ken to make money from it, and I suppose I am happy to 
proceed on that basis. It does like you say throw a kind of weird 
perspective on the whole thing and when his sort of mind set is 
orientated towards that. 
122.10 JC: You know in terms of promoting himself and the work Ken’s a great 
showman and sometimes in the promotion of the work and the 
collaborative engagement is sometimes left out of that promotion. And 
that is also not to do with Ken, a lot to do with the people directing the 
questions to Ken. So if someone is interviewing Ken they will 
completely disregard the collaborative engagement and concentrate on 
Ken and sort of Ken feeds into that which I don’t have a problem with 
that is part of the charisma with Ken but that also undermines a little 
bit the collaborative spirit of the work and that is part and parcel of 
who Ken is and that is something that you sort of learn to understand 
and realise it’s nothing personal  
123.14 JC: Like when I talk to Ken about the works collaboratively and about out 
relationship together he is very passionate about us working together 
and is very giving and very taking and very into the fact that we are 
producing stuff as friends and as creative forces. We have some 
fantastic discussions which like you say would be great to be part and 
parcel of the work  
123.43 JC: The other thing is like Ken, aside from that there’s been so many 
moments where Ken has been, like when he won the red ochre award 
and times when he’s been on the grand stand where he’s been so 
appreciative openly, been so appreciative publicly, and supportive and 
talks about it in a really nice and positive way.  
124.08 JC: But having said that, no one concentrates on that from an outsider 
point of view that’s very much no of interest in Australia anyway, 
from my experience anyway.  
124.25 JC: In talking about I suppose the Monaco experience, there was a 
situation that you were probably aware of, I’m not sure if you were or 
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not as I didn’t discuss it with you. I discussed it with Michael 
Kershaw but not with yourself, and I have discussed it with Ken at 
length 
124.45 JC: I don’t know if now is the right time to talk about it or maybe further 
down the track. I will just mention it now and we can discuss further 
now if you like. There was a situation where Ken and Ken was quite 
distressed about the situation from conversations I have had with him 
just recently actually, where the other group of exhibiting artists 
confronted Ken about the collaborative nature of the work and why he 
is collaborating with me and they wanted me out of the title of the 
work. Not for personal reasons but it was sort of a questioning of 
Ken’s collaborative nature with myself. In the end Ken answered them 
frankly but conceded to taking my name off part of the title of the 
catalogue title and I was brought into the conversation later. And my 
response to that was I happy for them to resolve and happy for my 
name not to be in that context. 
125.55 JC: When I say I am happy, I wasn’t happy but I was compliant, I didn’t 
want to rock the boat or create any anxiety or ill fillings amongst what 
was happening and I knew the position Ken would be in, so I didn’t 
want to put more pressure on him in that context. 
126.15 JC: I don’t know if you were aware of that at all, but that took place as a 
physical meeting from what I gather from Ken and Michael. The 
dynamics are not just happening from outside perspectives but within 
the actual artist community as well and I have had this discussion with 
Brian Robinson as well. 
126.40 JC: Because Brian and Alick Tipoti get a lot of their work manufactured 
and they work with a lot of different artisans and manufactures but 
they don’t work in a collaborative engagement sense that Ken and I 
do.  
127.00 JC: So it was interesting from their perspectives, even with the work that 
was shown but Alick Tipoti, there were other artists that actually 
inscribed a lot of the work and did a lot of the physical work that went 
into the bronze so it was an interesting point of view that they had put 
onto Ken. 
127.25 JC: But that’s the nature also to put it frankly a big pissing competition 
between those guys of who can do the biggest and the best. And that is 
part and parcel of the environment that creates such great work 
because they are competing against each other. And they are trying to 
get one up on each other which is openly I don’t think it is shunned on 
or shied upon. That is part of the dynamic of that group of artists 
which is a fantastic element also an interesting element to it.  
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128.18 JC: Do you think these works can, and from your perspective it might be a 
little bit more difficult to answer, because in Australia you are more 
aware of this cultural tension. act as ambassadors for cross cultural 
exchange helping to break down barriers between indigenous and non-
indigenous cultures as well as aid in cultural reconciliation in 
Australia. 
128.46 SJ: Yes of course, of course. For several reasons  
129.00 SJ: First of all, I don’t think there is the same issues relating to Torres 
Strait Islanders as there is towards Aboriginal people. I think the 
issues are slightly different. The .. way of life and the confrontation 
…. I think one issues about the Torres Strait Islanders is more that 
people don’t know anything about their culture, in Australia, needless 
to say overseas.  
129.37 SJ: But you know before I started to do exhibitions no had heard about 
Torres Strait Islanders so I keep pushing that is was very new 
129.46 SJ: Besides about reconciliation it’s also about knowledge. I think the past 
debate in about educating people. I think where it comes Australia 
likes it big. They like the big prawn, they like the big pineapple I 
renewed my membership of the big banana in Coffs Harbour 
130.15 SJ: So the big Dari enters, sorry to be colloquial about that, but enters into 
the Australian… I’ve got the biggest.  
130.35 JC: I have never drawn that comparison before, but now that you say it, it 
is very true 
130.40 SJ: But big also means something that you admire, something that you try 
to understand. It actually creates, the magnitude, also forces a respect 
and I think that was extremely moving about and I am sorry you 
haven’t seen it in the flesh, because you probably would of 
experienced yourself 
131.14 SJ: Where it was located on the first step, you know bang on the stair case 
and going through that made you feel, pretty really felt something. 
They were experiencing something  
131.33 SJ: I remember we had the discussion like the Dari being a tunnel that you 
walked through and for me that was very important. Because you 
could have had something just placed over the door, but that wasn’t 
the case. It was a very walking through experience and you could very 
well imagine in the future having the Dari positioned somewhere and 
just behind like a black box, with sculptures or images about the 
Torres Strait. IT could be part of a project of long lasting work. It is 
something that I believe could be a gateway to culture.  
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132.16 SJ: It’s got dimensions but it’s also got that level of that mission I find. 
Sometimes people see a sculpture and like it or don’t like it, this ones 
got something very different about it.  
132.40 SJ: It was different because of place and the monumentality of the space 
was part of that sort of magical feel.  
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Appendix C—Emails 
1.0 Cairns Art Gallery (CAG) 
1.1 CAG 
From: Jason Christopher [mailto:jayjc@tpg.com.au]  
Sent: Tuesday, November 17, 2015 3:18 PM 
To: 'info@cairnsregionalgallery.com.au' <info@cairnsregionalgallery.com.au> 
Subject: Clam shell with hammer head shark 
 
My name is Jason Christopher; I collaborated with Ken Thaiday to create “Clam Shell with Hammer 
Head Shark 2013” for the Cairns Regional Gallery. 
  
I am planning some new collaborative work with Ken and noticed on some of the information coming 
out of the Cairns Regional Gallery the caption titles for the work do not state a “collaborative work 
between Ken Thaiday Snr and Jason Christopher”. 
  
Can you please rectify any information going out talking about the work to describe it as a 
collaboration between Ken Thaiday and Jason Christopher.  
  
This is important to me and my practice and also because we are in the development of further works, 
and will be applying for funding etc.  
  
Please feel free to call me (Contacts below) if you have any questions regarding the above. 
  
Thanks.  
 
1.2 CAG 
From: Director [mailto:director@cairnsregionalgallery.com.au]  
Sent: Thursday, November 19, 2015 1:27 PM 
To: jayjc@tpg.com.au 
Subject: Ken Tahiday's sculpture commission 
 
Dear Jason 
 
I am the Director of the Gallery and I am responding to your email accordingly. I am not sure of your 
current arrangements with Ken in relation to producing some new work with him but the work 
produced for our gallery was a direct commission with Ken Thaiday as the artistic creator of the work.  
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Your involvement was initiated by Michael Kershaw who recommended that we work with you to 
automate the work and cast it in aluminium.  
 
Often artists work with master printmakers, master tapestry weavers etc who have the expertise to 
interpret their works in another medium however the work always remains the artistic creation of the 
artist with the role of master weavers and printmakers acknowledged as production collaborators. In 
the instance of our commissioned work, Ken was the artistic creator and you collaborated with Ken to 
automate and cast it in aluminium, therefore you are credited as being the production collaborator 
only. The catalogue image credit refers to an image of a render and accordingly is credited with you 
producing the render.  
 
I have discussed this with Michael Kershaw to confirm the intent of the relationship between you and 
Ken in relation to the work in our collection and he agrees with the way the Gallery has acknowledged 
and credited you.   
 
I am pleased that this project may lead to further work for Ken and you. I spoke with Stephanie the 
other day and she explained the potential of commissioning a work for the Biennale which is very 
exciting. 
Kind regards 
Andrea May Churcher 
 
1.3 CAG 
From: Jason Christopher [mailto:jayjc@tpg.com.au]  
Sent: Friday, November 27, 2015 2:08 PM 
To: 'Director' <director@cairnsregionalgallery.com.au> 
Subject: RE: Ken Thaiday’s sculpture commission 
 
Dear Andrea, 
 
Thanks for getting back to me regarding my collaboration with the Ken Thaiday for the Cairns 
regional Gallery. 
 
I am responding to your email concerning your view of the collaboration arrangements between Ken 
Thaiday and myself and specifically your description of the nature of the arrangement and my mis-
description as a “production collaborator”. As the relevant contracts with the gallery make clear, the 
work was in fact commissioned as an artist collaboration. Various aspects of the permission agreement 
and artwork agreement support this. 
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Further and consistently with the agreements, from the outset my involvement was initiated on the 
basis the work was recognised as an artist’s collaborative work between Ken Thaiday Snr and myself, 
being titled “Clam shell with Hammerhead shark in collaboration with Jason Christopher” 
 
Michael Kershaw was not involved with the project and did not represent Ken at the time of the 
commissioning or through the production. During that time I remained in constant contact with 
Michael and still do, he is aware of my collaborative arrangement with Ken. 
 
Ken and I have discussed at length our collaborative arrangement and to my knowledge, we are both 
comfortable with our roles within the production of new work. 
 
I understand the arrangement between master printmakers etc with Torres Strait artists as production 
collaborators however Clam shell with Hammerhead shark does not in any way reflect that 
arrangement. I made it clear from the outset that in this instance I am not acting as production 
technician and went to length to ensure the contract reflected this. The contract stating “collaborating 
artist” not “production collaborator” 
 
You may remember my conversations with you regarding my PhD and my willingness to set up Non-
indigenous - indigenous collaborative opportunities to include in my PhD, starting with this work. 
The work itself would be dramatically diminished if not recognised for what it is. The work is an 
important development in the transition of Ken’s work from self - automation to automation and 
subsequent works Ken and I are developing stem from this initial collaboration. 
 
The ongoing support of these new works reference this work and that is why it is crucial for the work 
not to be misrepresented. 
 
The funding provided by the Cairns Regional Gallery only covered a very small portion of the costs to 
produce the work, the remaining cost was self-funded. The funding was offered by me under the 
express understanding the work was an artist collaboration as documented in the contract and 
permission agreement. Up to this point, the work has been discussed in line with this. 
 
In these circumstances, I would be grateful if you would ensure that you describe and represent the 
work as Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark in collaboration with Jason Christopher. Could you also 
please confirm to me that in light of this email and the attached documents that you acknowledge my 
status as a collaborating artist?   
 
We are currently working together on two major projects, which will increase interest in the work and 
only serve to promote the importance of the work. 
 
Yours Sincerely 
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Kind Regards 
  
 Jason Christopher 
Mob: 0406 185 010 
http://jasonchristopherartist.com/ 
http://www.facebook.com/JasonChristopherArtist 
 
1.4 CAG 
From: Janet Parfenovics [mailto:development@cairnsregionalgallery.com.au]  
Sent: Thursday, December 3, 2015 10:32 AM 
To: jayjc@tpg.com.au 
Subject: Clamshell with hammerhead shark 
Dear Jason 
 
Andrea has forwarded me a copy of your recent correspondence as one of my duties at the Gallery is to 
review and advise on contractual and legal matters.   
 
Thank you for sending the contracts to Andrea as she was overseas when they were executed by the 
then Gallery Manager, Justin Bishop. Andrea was not aware of them when she replied to your email. 
Her reply to your email was was based on the Acquisition Recommendation report that Justin had 
prepared for the Board and which only identified Ken Thaiday Snr as the artist. In the exhibition 
catalogue that supported Ken Thaiday’s exhibition at the Gallery in August 2013 Justin also only 
attributed Ken as the artist.  
 
I have reviewed the signed Permission Agreement dated 20 November 2012 between yourself, the 
Gallery and Ken Thaiday Snr, the purpose of which was to commission the cast metal automated 
sculpture based on Ken Thaiday Sn’s existing work “Beizam with Clamshell”.  It appears that the 
purpose of this contract was to determine time frames and payment terms to yourself and Ken Thaiday 
Snr in respect of the commission. 
 
Reading through the Permission Agreement it is evident that the Agreement is to expire on 30 April 
2016 or at some earlier date depending on the successful completion of your doctorate. 
 
The Commissioning Agreement clearly states that, the artwork that was commissioned was to be a 
collaborative work between Ken Thaiday Snr (the artist) and yourself, based on the artist’s existing 
work, Clam with hammerhead shark and that it was to be attributed as follows: 
 
Ken THAIDAY SNR 
In collaboration with Jason CHRISTOPHER 
Clamshell with hammerhead shark 
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2013 
 
In order to help me understand the correct attribution for the work could you please advise what is 
your understanding of the Permission Agreement. Does the above attribution cease when the 
Agreement expires on 30 April 2016.  
 
It is a shame that this was not brought to Andrea’s attention at the time of the exhibition as clearly the 
credit lines in the catalogue and label for the exhibitions that were prepared were incorrect.  
 
Separately,  we note that your website identifies this work as being on “permanent display” at the 
Gallery. This is not correct - the work was acquired by the Gallery’s permanent collection but is not on 
permanent display. Please could you amend this on your website accordingly. 
 
I look forward to your clarification on the matter of the expiry of the Permission Agreement.  
 
Regards 
 
1.5 CAG 
 
From: Janet Parfenovics [mailto:development@cairnsregionalgallery.com.au]  
Sent: Tuesday, December 8, 2015 5:33 PM 
To: Jason Christopher <jayjc@tpg.com.au> 
Cc: Andrea May Churcher <director@cairnsregionalgallery.com.au> 
Subject: Re: Clamshell with hammerhead shark 
 
Dear Jason 
 
Thank you for clarifying the intent and purpose of the Permission Agreement - that the use, 
not the attribution of the work is limited by the Permission Agreements expiry date. 
 
The Gallery accordingly agrees to use the following Attribution henceforth: 
 
Ken THAIDAY SNR 
In collaboration with Jason CHRISTOPHER 
Clamshell with hammerhead shark 2013 
 
It is disappointing that, at the time, the Curator of the Exhibition did not identify or remedy 
the discrepancy between the exhibition label and the catalogue details printed in the 
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supporting exhibition publication. Thank you for bringing this to our attention and for 
amending your own website as requested. 
 
Kind regards 
 
WEB:    www.cairnsregionalgallery.com.au 
  
367 
2.0 National Art Gallery of Australia 
From: Tina Baum [mailto:Tina.Baum@nga.gov.au]  
Sent: Thursday, April 27, 2017 7:49 PM 
To: 'Jason Christopher' <jayjc@tpg.com.au>; Franchesca Cubillo 
<Franchesca.Cubillo@nga.gov.au> 
Cc: Kelli Cole <Kelli.Cole@nga.gov.au>; Andrew Christopher 
<Andrew.Christopher@webbhenderson.com>; 'jaeme' <jaeme@tpg.com.au> 
Subject: RE: Catalogue Text and Collaborative Work 
Hi Jason, 
 
Unfortunately at the time the catalogue was finalised before printing your role with Ken’s works was 
not clear and you are listed in it as: 
 
Ken Thaiday Senior, artist 
Jason Christopher, collaborator 
Erub Eastern Island Dari Headdress 2016 (this title was signed off at the time by Ken’s dealer Michael 
based on the title in the Monaco catalogue) 
aluminium, flat bar, stainless steel, perspex 
401 x 460 x 100 cm 
Courtesy of the artist 
 
Clamshell with hammerhead shark 2013 
aluminium, acrylic, stainless steel and 
mechanical gearing 
80 x 120 x 120 cm 
Courtesy of Cairns Regional Gallery 
 
You were also referenced this way based on text in the Monaco catalogue (where they have you as 
collaborator and not noted as artist) and on labelling for the Sydney Biennale (which has you as 
collaborator and not noted as artist). Your role wasn’t highlighted either on the Cairns Regional 
Gallery loan paperwork so I’m sorry it was missed/unknown when we went to print. However, please 
note that all other co-artists are listed as such in the catalogue as well (as collaborators) as it was 
standardised across the publication focusing primarily on the artists in the NIAT.  
 
With the labels though we will ensure that your important role is captured and noted as below. Can I 
also suggest that if you are here for the media preview (Thursday 25th May 10.30am) and are 
available for a picture with Ken in front of your works we can then put this to our website to further 
reinforce and promote your role as co-artist with him? 
 
My apologies again for not knowing the right information at the time of printing but we’ll get it right 
on the labels and I’m sure you’ll agree that both Ken and yourself will make a grand statement with 
your works in the NIAT which we will happily highlight further.  
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Appendix E—Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 2013 
Production 
The first procedure was to map out the movement sequences based on stories Thaiday 
had narrated. Once this was achieved, we redesigned elements that comprised the 
work. The overall aesthetic and composition was designed in a CAD program, 
referencing both our artistic styles, and sent to Thaiday for comment. Once we agreed 
on the style and composition, I began working on the engineering and pairing the 
works with an electronically driven actuator system. 
 
Figure 183. Mapping out movement on original Hammerhead Shark with Clamshell with actuator and 
controller system (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
 
Figure 184. Mapping out movement on original Hammerhead Shark with Clamshell with actuator and 
controller system (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
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Thaiday’s work—Hammerhead Shark with Clam Shell—was manually operated via 
the pulling of fishing lines through a series of eye screws, which then activated under 
tension parts of the clam or shark to move. The operation was performed by Thaiday 
and demonstrated to me. 
The challenge in automating the clam and shark was to remove the need for Thaiday 
to have any manual connection to the work. The motion would mimic the events of 
Thaiday’s encounter with the trapped hammerhead shark, and the elements 
representing the rising and setting sun over Erub. This would be repeated as a cyclic 
event every minute, on the minute. 
Once the CAD drawings were animated, research into the most suitable system for 
movement generation was required. Unfortunately, time limits eliminated the 
potential for testing, so the mechanisms employed would have to work without the 
benefits of trials. 
 
Figure 185. Top view Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 2013 (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
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Figure 186. Top view Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 2013 (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
Four finely tuned electric actuators and stepper motors for the various points of 
movement were selected, along with a computer system to provide the motion 
sequencing. These components were then drawn into the CAD program, and 
computer analysis determined the range of movement and power required. 
 
Figure 187. Actuator movement simulation in open position (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
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Figure 188. Actuator movement simulation in closed position (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
Once the electrical system was locked in and engineering was finalised, the parts 
entered production. First, all elements of the work were 3D printed using a Stratasys 
Dimension industrial 3D printer, producing shapes and patterns for the parts in ABS 
plastic. The patterns were then manually sanded and painted before being used to 
make moulds in sand to cast the parts in aluminium. 
 
Figure 189. ABS 3D prints (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
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Figure 190. Foundry images—(T left) Beizam Hammerhead Shark sand mould, (bottom L) blast 
furnace, (R) pouring the aluminium into the mould (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
 
Figure 191. Assorted aluminium castings (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
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The aluminium castings were then machined on a mill and lathe before being polished 
and assembled along with the electronics, computer system and actuators. 
 
Figure 192. Machining aluminium castings on mill (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
A base to house the electrical components and support the sculpture was created, and 
the work was programmed to carry out the motion. 
 
Figure 193. Base drawings to house electronical components (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
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Figure 194. Computer controller drive system (Jason Christopher, 2013) 
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Appendix F—Torres Strait and Erub Eastern Island 
Headdress 2016/Large Dari—Erub Eastern Island 
Headdress and Small Daris—Torres Strait Island 
Headdress with Shooting Star Production 
When designing the composition of the Dari, I treated each element as a separate 
entity. In this way, I could respond individually to the shapes without changing the 
overall representation of the Dari. This allowed complete conceptual input on 
individual components of the work. 
To meet the delivery schedule, works had to be transported by air, which posed 
further issues regarding weight and size restrictions. The installation process also 
required the works be installed without the use of elevated work platforms or cranes, 
adding to the logistical complexity of the works. 
 
Figure 195. CAD image of air freight packaging of modular components (Jason Christopher, 2015) 
I was unable to travel with the works to oversee the installation due to the impending 
birth of my third child and Biennale work, which was also in production and due at 
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virtually the same time as the Dari works. The Dari would need to be created in a 
modular format so it could fit air freighting requirements and be manually assembled 
onsite with the aid of a manual and video instruction, which I compiled. 
Accommodating the modular configuration posed many engineering challenges, 
resulting in the components becoming more complex and time-consuming to create. 
A CAD program was again used to develop the design and produce engineering for 
the work. The CAD files and production drawings were also used to communicate the 
design to Thaiday, mounting arrangements, and assembly steps for the gallery and 
catalogue production. 
 
Figure 196. Torres Strait and Erub Eastern Island Headdress 2016/Large Dari—Erub Eastern Island 
Headdress and Small Dari—Torres Strait Island Headdress with Shooting Star (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–
Jason Christopher, Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason Christopher, 2015) 
Note: Digital render, Jason Christopher. 
The CAD files provided weights, dimension loads and connection details, which 
allowed me to design the complete assembly, packing and freight details before 
entering production stage. 
Various jigs were designed to produce the shapes, which were CNC machined to form 
welding and machining templates. Once the materials were ordered and the jigs 
completed, production began for all parts necessary to make up the assemblies. 
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Figure 197. fabrication processes (top) jig for Small Dari, (bottom L) rolling aluminium components to 
shape, (bottom R) Jason Christopher assembling components in jig (Jason Christopher, 2015) 
All the feather and fish shapes were designed through discussion with Thaiday, 
referencing his original sketch, my own marine knowledge and what worked 
aesthetically with the medium and production process. The fish and feathers were 
laser cut from 10 mm, 6 mm and 3 mm Perspex; over 1,000 kg of perspex was used to 
create the shapes. 
 
Figure 198. Jason Christopher attaching perspex components to Large Dari (2015) 
Photograph: Jaeme Christopher. 
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The aluminium components were hand-machine rolled and the hundreds of holes and 
threads machined into 100 mm x 10 mm aluminium flat bar and Ø20 aluminium 
machine rod before being either bolted or metal inert gas (MIG)-welded together and 
hand finished. Over 250 m of aluminium made up the works, which equated to a 
kilometre of hand finishing to ensure uniform surfaces. The rods that hold the fish and 
feathers were all machined on the lathe and mill, and a vast array of fasteners were 
used to assemble the works. The work would span 26 m x 8.5 m x 2 m. 
 
Figure 199. Jason Christopher creating Dari works (2015) 
Photographs: Jaeme Christopher. 
Components of the Dari were still being completed as it was being packed into air 
freighting crates at my studio. The completed work was never fully assembled or 
tested before the works were packed into crates, taking the production down to the 
very last minute to make the flight. 
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Figure 200. Jason Christopher assembling Dari (2015) 
Photograph: Jaeme Christopher. 
The work arrived in France before being trucked safely to Monaco. Following several 
Skype conversations, video and manual analysis, the crew—with the aid of mountain 
climbers—rigged some ropes from the ceiling to pull the works into position. The 
mountain climbers provided a truly unique perspective on the installation process and 
were able to install all the works without the assistance of any machinery such as 
elevated work platforms. 
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Figure 201. Arts d’Australie, professional climbers installing Dari at the Oceanographic Museum of 
Monaco (2016) 
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Appendix G—Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark 
Production 
Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark 2016 stands well over 3 m and weighs around 
300 kg. It can be sequenced to move in infinite orchestration and at fairly high speeds. 
The work has the ability to injure, so the movement sequence was slowed 
considerably for the Biennale. 
 
Figure 202. Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark 2016 (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason Christopher, 2016) 
Note: Cast aluminium, stainless steel, aluminium extrusion, steel, perspex, rubber, electronic 
components, computer, 350 x 280 x 280 cm. Photograph: Jason Christopher. 
The post-design issues, given the scale and weight of the work, presented many 
challenges in creating movement. My initial consideration was how to create the 
sculpture without assistance given the physical size of the work. This presented many 
obstacles and meant the design had to comprise many modular components that could 
be handled by one person. 
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The production of the Dari and Beizam, which were produced at the same time, 
coincided with the purchase of my studio factory in East Gardens, Sydney. My studio 
was formerly located behind my home in a street frontage garage in Edward Street, 
Bondi. The garage and its 7 m street frontage became notorious for weird all-day-and-
night sculptural escapades over nearly 20 years. The Clamshell with Hammerhead 
Shark and various other large-scale complex works have been created in this studio. 
The studio inspired a garage boxing gym next door and a garage interior design 
business a few doors down; the area became quite an active hub over the years. Both 
the Dari and the Beizam originated in my small studio garage prior to the purchase of 
my new studio at Eastgardens. 
 
Figure 203. Jason Christopher inside Edward St studio (2011) 
Photograph: Jaeme Christopher. 
My initial plan was to use the SCA workshop and garage in unison to produce the 
works. Unfortunately, the lack of necessary equipment and infrequent opening hours 
of the SCA workshop prevented me from being able to utilise the SCA work shop to 
any effect. Thus, this idea was abandoned. 
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The question of where to produce the works was becoming increasingly urgent. I had 
been working towards a studio purchase for some time, which had been difficult 
considering over 70 per cent of industrial unit complexes in the southern city precinct 
had been sold to developers to construct high-density, multi-storey residential 
buildings. 
I finally made a purchase in an idyllic location with the right set-up for me to 
establish my studio. The Dari and Beizam works would christen the studio space as 
the first works to be produced there. 
 
Figure 204. Eastgardens studio (2015) 
Photograph: Jason Christopher. 
The timing was perfect, as the Dari spanned 26 m and would have been created a 
major space struggle in my previous studio. A major logistical hurdle had been 
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overcome and now I could manage what would be a race against time to produce both 
works before the delivery dates and the imminent birth of my third child. 
The same processes were put in place as had been with the Clam Shell with 
Hammerhead Shark 2016, except for the large foundry patterns, which were CNC 
machined out of chemi-wood. This substituted the majority of 3D printing I required. 
I had formulated a plan and schedule of works that would require both productions to 
run without error or delay. More than one day of lost production would result in 
missing the deadline. I had implemented systems to ensure the CAD modelling was 
correct, and I was confident the design would go together and operate as planned. 
However, I could not control third-party involvement and any errors they may make. 
   
Figure 205. Design Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark detail 2016 (Jason Christopher, 2016) 
Producing the works became a major project management undertaking. The complex 
network of material and supplier orders needed to be coordinated with the work 
385 
schedule. This was compounded by the pressure to answer countless emails 
surrounding both works. Logistical issues of transport and installation in Monaco and 
all other details concerning contracts, marketing, catalogues, progress reports, 
shipping details and so on, placed enormous pressure on an already challenging task. 
The day would begin around 8 am and usually end around 3–4 am every day for the 
duration of both builds. Working almost 20 hours a day continuously was like running 
a daily marathon; it became a test of endurance. 
Over the last 20 years, working in the design, film and art industries, I had built up an 
expansive array of suppliers that I could trust across various production fields. 
Elements such as the CNC machining, laser cutting and electrical engineering could 
not be done in-house. 
The Dari works were larger and physically more demanding. However, the risk of 
lead time blow-outs was not as high as with the Beizam, which relied on more 
temperamental technologies and protracted lead times. 
During the day, I rented space at FRG Bagnel in Silverwater, where I undertook all 
the forming, welding and machining for the Dari. At night, I worked in my studio on 
the Beizam before settling in at my computer to schedule the next morning’s work, 
pay suppliers and answer countless emails regarding the works. 
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Figure 206. (Top L) Mill setup Beizam jaw, (top R) Beizam machining assembly, (bottom) Jason 
Christopher working on the mill (2015) 
Despite the risks, everything began to fall into place as production begun. However, 
numerous situations occurred during the subsequent months that seriously threatened 
my ability to meet deadlines. Three major incidents stood out, two of which were 
beyond my control; the other was an oversight made under pressure. 
First, the actuators and slew drive that operate the Beizam work were commissioned 
through a local company in Sydney, which I had never used before. The design and 
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mechanical engineering process also had to be compatible with the electrical 
engineering. The supplier was to provide two electrical actuators: a slew drive and 
three ‘moons’ motion-controlled motors with a power supply that was compatible 
with the design. A supply quote was generated, accepted and an order was placed. 
There was a projected lead time, as these types of products are unavailable in 
Australia. 
Time went by, and my enquiries into the status of the order left me with little 
confidence in the company’s ability to deliver. Approximately three weeks into the 
order, I received a telephone call to inform me that the price for the same items had 
now nearly doubled with no explanation as to why. Left with no alternative options, 
given the lack of time left, I was forced to pay the new amount. I was pushed into a 
corner through what felt like underhanded tactics to extract an additional and 
substantial amount of money from me. 
It was a situation I had to absorb, and I have learnt valuable lessons from the 
experience. The next major event occurred two days before the delivery of the Beizam 
work. I was powering up and testing the movement for the first time with my trusted 
electrical engineer and good friend, who happens to be an electrician as well. 
We powered up and I was filming. The work began to move towards its pre-
programmed sequence. All was well until it neared the end of the sequence; suddenly, 
a bolt that had not been tensioned correctly let go and one of the triple hammerhead 
sharks crashed to the ground, shattering into pieces. It was a devastating and 
expensive turn of events that needed to be rectified immediately. Fortunately, I had a 
good relationship with my laser cutting supplier, who let me jump the queue to recut 
the ensemble of shapes that comprise the broken shark. Overnight, they delivered 
what would usually be at least a week’s work. 
With one disaster overcome, there was still one to come, which occurred the 
following day. To replace the new shark, I had to break down the top of the sculpture 
to adjust and refit the new shark. The cast aluminium pectoral fins, which protrude 
from the sides of the work, are not load bearing. During the reattachment of the top 
jaw, the electrical engineer unwittingly supported the weight at his end by the pectoral 
fin, which snapped under the strain. 
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The work was due to arrive at the gallery the next day. (As it was, we had to have a 
bit of a laugh after what had happened the previous day.) Fortunately, the work was 
re-welded, finished and polished before being re-assembled and delivered the 
following day according to schedule. 
Once in the gallery, my next mission was to assemble and glue all perspex parts and 
put all the modular sections together, along with the base, electricals and mechanical 
components. It was a great atmosphere working among other artists installing their 
works and the gallery staff at the Art Gallery of NSW. 
 
Figure 207. Jason Christopher installing Beizam at the Art Gallery of NSW (2016) 
Photograph: Jaeme Christopher. 
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Figure 208. Jason Christopher installing Beizam at the Art Gallery of NSW (2016) 
Photograph: Jaeme Christopher. 
 
Figure 209. Jason Christopher with Dr Stephanie Rosenthal at the Art Gallery of NSW (2016) 
Photograph: Jaeme Christopher. 
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Appendix H—20th Biennale of Sydney Guide 
Figure 210. Biennale of Sydney (2016), Embassy of Spirits, in 20th Biennale of Sydney Guide: The 
Future Is Already Here—It’s Just Not Evenly Distributed (pp. 147–149). 
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Appendix I—TABA NABA Catalogue 
Figure 211. Sally Butler (2016) Ken Thaiday Snr and Jason Christopher Sculptural Seascapes for the 
21st Century 
Source: S. Jacob, E. Gaillard, B. Curtet (eds.), Iin Alick Tipoti—Ken Thaiday Snr—Brian Robinson, 
from TABA NABA catalogue (pp. 34–49), Paris: Arts d’Australie. 
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Appendix J—Transcript: Dr (Uncle) Ken Thaiday Snr 
Discussing Jason Christopher Co-creation 
Dr Ken Thaiday Snr interview, held Cairns Regional Art Gallery, July 28, 2014 
Yes I can talk about it because the Lord showed me something, people can do things 
like that. He showed me in my mind, in my dream he said one day I’m going to make 
it happen. I make someone special. I make someone special here. Was magic. That’s 
what I want to do. 
If anyone want to come and see the work, if people like to see that bloke, well they 
see one of the clever bloke, he make that thing moving. See that work moving. So 
special, I want to sit all night and watch that thing move. And that bloke he done, a 
piece out of my bamboo artwork, he took it, and I put it with him he took it down. He 
live in Sydney, he take it to Sydney and he bring it back, what a magic. This is it. And 
today I see, if I open my eyes, you see my eye? Here’s a bloke standing in front of 
me, his name is Jason, he’s a master of making things like that. That’s the bloke, he 
create that clamshell and shark. You see my other work with the bamboo, exactly the 
same but you do it in aluminium, that’s his material, that’s his style of doing things.  
And I see that work I say one day I’m gonna come like you mate, you show me.  I can 
pick up gears, I look at things, but you can waste time do this, do that, do this, do that. 
Leave it him he’s master of that piece. That’s handy, because one day, I can tell you 
now one day, you will see some of my artwork will move, cause he gonna make it up. 
OK? This is him not me, he’s the master to make to move. I tell you sweet truth, God. 
Thank you brother God bless you.  
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.................................................................................................................................... 279 
Photograph 
 
Figure 173. (L) Battery Hens Wall configuration (Jason Christopher 2011), (R) 
Battery Hens (Jason Christopher, 2011) .................................................................... 281 
(L) CAD Render, 
(R) Cast aluminium, mixed media and digital media,  
100 x 100 x 100 mm 
 
Figure 174. (L) J Milk Machine (Jason Christopher, 2010), (R) Free Range (Jason 
Christopher 2011) ...................................................................................................... 282 
(L) Cast aluminium, mixed media, digital media, sound, audio,  
100 x 200 cm,  
(R) Cast aluminium, mixed media, digital media, sound, audio,  
300 x 100 x 200 cm. 
 
Figure 175. Battery Hens (Jason Christopher 2011) .................................................. 282 
Cast aluminium, mixed media, digital media,  
100 x 100 x 100 mm 
 
Figure 176. (L) Urban Bunyip (Jason Christopher, 2012), (R) Post Colonial Bunyip 
(Jason Christopher, 2013) .......................................................................................... 283 
(L) Cast aluminium, bronze, fur, leather, astroturf, mixed media,  
300 x 100 x 50 cm, 
(R) Cast aluminium, bronze, fur, leather, sand, echidna quills, mixed media,  
80 x 80 x 40 cm. 
 
Figure 177. Colonial Bunyip (Jason Christopher, 2013) ........................................... 284 
Cast aluminium, bronze, fur, leather, astroturf, mixed media,  
270 x 130 x 60 cm 
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Figure 178. (L) Two Face (Jason Christopher, 2012), (R) Fetishes (Jason Christopher, 
2012) .......................................................................................................................... 285 
(L) ABS, acrylic, fur, headdress, paint,  
270 x 80 x 60 cm,  
(R) ABS plastic, perspex, aluminium,  
30 x 15 x 15 cm 
 
Figure 179. Crocodile (Jason Christopher, 2014) ...................................................... 286 
Cast aluminium, bronze, timber,  
750 x 1,800 x 200 mm 
 
Figure 180. Displaying Boobys (Jason Christopher, 2014) ....................................... 286 
ABS 3D printed plastic, SLS printed nylon, rubber, feathers, perspex, stainless steel, 
500 x 1,000 x 1,500 mm. 
 
Figure 181. Coming of the Light (Jason Christopher, 2014) ...................................... 287 
ABS plastic, perspex,  
500 x 300 x 150 mm. 
 
Figure 182. (L) Torres Strait Islander Warrior (Jason Christopher, 2014), (R) Bishop 
(Jason Christopher, 2014) .......................................................................................... 287 
(L) ABS plastic, perspex,  
300 x 200 x 100 mm,  
(R) ABS plastic, perspex,  
300 x 200 x 100 mm. 
 
Figure 183. Mapping out movement on original Hammerhead Shark with Clamshell 
with actuator and controller system (Jason Christopher, 2013) ................................. 368 
CAD image 
 
Figure 184. Mapping out movement on original Hammerhead Shark with Clamshell 
with actuator and controller system (Jason Christopher, 2013) ................................. 368 
CAD image 
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Figure 185. Top view Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 2013 (Jason Christopher, 
2013) .......................................................................................................................... 369 
CAD image 
 
Figure 186. Top view Clamshell with Hammerhead Shark 2013 (Jason Christopher, 
2013) .......................................................................................................................... 370 
CAD image 
 
 
Figure 187. Actuator movement simulation in open position (Jason Christopher, 
2013) .......................................................................................................................... 370 
CAD image 
 
Figure 188. Actuator movement simulation in closed position (Jason Christopher, 
2013) .......................................................................................................................... 371 
CAD image 
 
Figure 189. ABS 3D prints (Jason Christopher, 2013) ............................................... 371 
FDM 3D printing, ABS 
 
Figure 190. Foundry images—(T left) Beizam Hammerhead Shark sand mould, 
(bottom L) blast furnace, (R) pouring the aluminium into the mould (Jason 
Christopher, 2013) ..................................................................................................... 372 
Photograph 
 
Figure 191. Assorted aluminium castings (Jason Christopher, 2013) ....................... 372 
Photograph 
 
Figure 192. Machining aluminium castings on mill (Jason Christopher, 2013) ........ 373 
Photograph 
 
  
433 
Figure 193. Base drawings to house electronical components (Jason Christopher, 
2013) .......................................................................................................................... 373 
Production drawing 
 
Figure 194. Computer controller drive system (Jason Christopher, 2013) ................ 374 
Photograph 
 
Figure 195. CAD image of air freight packaging of modular components (Jason 
Christopher, 2015) ..................................................................................................... 375 
CAD image 
 
Figure 196. Torres Strait and Erub Eastern Island Headdress 2016/Large Dari—
Erub Eastern Island Headdress and Small Dari—Torres Strait Island Headdress with 
Shooting Star (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason Christopher, Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason 
Christopher, 2015) ..................................................................................................... 376 
Digital render 
 
Figure 197. fabrication processes (top) jig for Small Dari, (bottom L) rolling 
aluminium components to shape, (bottom R) Jason Christopher assembling 
components in jig (Jason Christopher, 2015) ............................................................ 377 
Photograph 
 
Figure 198. Jason Christopher attaching perspex components to Large Dari (2015)
.................................................................................................................................... 377 
Photograph 
 
Figure 199. Jason Christopher creating Dari works (2015) ...................................... 378 
Photograph 
 
Figure 200. Jason Christopher assembling Dari (2015) ............................................ 379 
Photograph 
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Figure 201. Arts d’Australie, professional climbers installing Dari at the 
Oceanographic Museum of Monaco (2016) .............................................................. 380 
Photograph 
 
Figure 202. Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark 2016 (Dr Ken Thaiday Snr–Jason 
Christopher, 2016) ..................................................................................................... 381 
Cast aluminium, stainless steel, aluminium extrusion, steel, perspex, rubber, 
electronic components, computer,  
350 x 280 x 280 cm 
 
Figure 203. Jason Christopher inside Edward St studio (2011) ................................. 382 
Photograph 
 
Figure 204. Eastgardens studio (2015) ...................................................................... 383 
Photograph 
 
Figure 205. Design Beizam Triple Hammerhead Shark detail 2016 (Jason 
Christopher, 2016) ..................................................................................................... 384 
Digital Render 
 
Figure 206. (Top L) Mill setup Beizam jaw, (top R) Beizam machining assembly, 
(bottom) Jason Christopher working on the mill (2015) ........................................... 386 
Photograph 
 
Figure 207. Jason Christopher installing Beizam at the Art Gallery of NSW (2016) 388 
Photograph 
 
Figure 208. Jason Christopher installing Beizam at the Art Gallery of NSW (2016) 389 
Photograph 
 
Figure 209. Jason Christopher with Dr Stephanie Rosenthal at the Art Gallery of 
NSW (2016) ............................................................................................................... 389 
Photograph 
 
435 
Figure 210. Biennale of Sydney (2016), Embassy of Spirits, in 20th Biennale of 
Sydney Guide: The Future Is Already Here—It’s Just Not Evenly Distributed (pp. 
147–149). ................................................................................................................... 390 
Catalogue 
 
Figure 211. Sally Butler (2016) Ken Thaiday Snr and Jason Christopher Sculptural 
Seascapes for the 21st Century ................................................................................... 393 
Catalogue 
 
 
 
